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Abstract 
The ƉƌŽũĞĐƚ ?ƐĂŝŵƐŝŶĐůƵĚĞĚĞǆƉůŽƌŝŶŐƚŚĞĐŚĂůůĞŶŐĞƐŽĨŐƌŽƵƉǁŽƌŬĂŶĚĐƌĞĂƚŝŶŐƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĂů
guidelines for staff, with the goals of enhancing student experience as well as contributing 
to academic discourse.  Findings focus on the symbiotic relationship between skills-based 
learning and knowledge acquisition; beneficial use of formative and summative assessment; 
and the importance of transparency and facilitation to empower students as partners in 
group-based learning and enhance their experiences.  Unlike many projects we read about, 
this research took staff experiences and approaches to group work as its starting point, 
though student surveys did augment our findings.  We drew on the ideas of action learning 
to guide participants through a cycle of planning, doing and reflecting on their own 
experiences, though some did not participate in every phase.  Participants  W in total 14, 
across social and physical sciences  W also shaped analysis of emerging findings through 
interactive Reference Group sessions.  Staff found the reflective interviews unexpectedly 
beneficial for their thinking and practice.  The project has led to collaboration on the 
Knowledge Exchange prŽŐƌĂŵŵĞůĞĚďǇƚŚĞ^ĐŚŽŽůŽĨĂƌƚŚĂŶĚŶǀŝƌŽŶŵĞŶƚ ?Ɛ Teaching 
Enhancement Scheme co-ordinator in order to begin to create space for generative 
reflective exchange, in addition to the practical resources produced by the project. 
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Introduction 
This research ĂƌŝƐĞƐĨƌŽŵĂŶĞĞĚƚŽŝŵƉƌŽǀĞƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ? WĂŶĚƐƚĂĨĨ ?Ɛ Wexperiences of 
university-level group work in a context spanning social and physical sciences.  National 
Student Surveys for the School of Earth and Environment from 2012 to 2015, whilst overall 
posiƚŝǀĞ ?ƌĞĨůĞĐƚƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ?ƐŝŐŶŝĨŝĐĂŶƚĚŝƐĐŽŵĨŽƌƚǁŝƚŚŐƌŽƵƉǁŽƌŬĂƐƐŝŐŶŵĞŶƚƐ ?Correlating 
with these surveys, literature across higher education disciplines indicate that students 
often find group work challenging, despite  W or perhaps because of  W its established 
pedagogical benefits (Apul & Philpott 2011; Ellis & Weekes 2008; Borrego et al. 2013; 
Kamau & Spong 2015).  Teaching staff, in turn, may understandably struggle to respond to 
student issues whilst maximising the learning and skill-building potential of group work.  
Thus the main question driving this research has been a practical one:  How can we make 
group work work better for staff and students? 
This pragmatic approach stems from our intentions to help respond to negative student 
ĨĞĞĚďĂĐŬ ?ďĞƚƚĞƌƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚƐƚĂĨĨ ?ƐƐƚƌƵggles and successes, and offer recommendations for 
best practice which will be applicable across a broad range of disciplines.  This research aims 
to:  
- explore the challenges of group work  W looking in-depth at how staff experience and 
respond to these challenges; 
- create practical, responsive resources for university teaching staff; 
- contribute to academic pedagogical resources; and 
- help enhance the student experience of group work in higher education.  
To address our question we chose an Action Learning approach, in which self-selecting 
participants took part in a cycle of planning, doing, reflecting and learning.  Within this 
learning cycle, and also with additional participants who did not participate in an Action 
Learning cycle, we gathered data through qualitative interviewing and observation.  A 
Reference Group helped guide the progression of the research and reflect on emerging 
themes, whilst student questionnaires provided a balancing perspective on the data 
collected with teaching staff. 
Our literature review explores the known benefits of group work, in terms of knowledge 
acquisition and skills development, as well as the challenges staff and students face  W along 
with various design approaches, strategies and tools which have been researched to 
enhance the benefits of group work and mitigate its challenges. 
Findings about the benefits and challenges of group work largely align with those reported 
in the literature, as expected.  However the Action Learning cycles with staff gave rise to 
insights across themes of learning enhancement, transparency, and fairness which expand 
upon and contribute further understanding and practical implications to the ideas in the 
literature reviewed.   
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The final section of this working paper reviews key conclusions and recommendations 
across three key themes:  synthesising learning processes and content, using assessment to 
support group learning, and engaging students as partners in fair group work. 
Literature review 
Learning: content and skills 
The positive reasons for using group work in higher education include practical and material 
advantages as well as cognitive and affective outcomes.  Likewise, the skills students learn 
through group work are relevant to their professional, social and intellectual development.  
Alongside content- and knowledge-focussed learning outcomes, five benefits of group work 
identified by Mello (1993) ŝŶĐůƵĚĞ P “(1) students gain insight into group dynamics; (2) with 
group assessment there is an increased development of a more comprehensive assignment; 
(3) students' interpersonal skills are further developed; (4) students are exposed to others 
points of view; and (5) students are more prepared for the commercial world ?(Gatfield 
1999, p.366).  As demonstrated by the literature discussed here, successful group work 
creates a mutually-beneficial relationship between skills development and knowledge 
acquisition to enhance and deepen learning.   
Group work is suitable both for helping students grasp foundational disciplinary knowledge 
and for helping them consolidate and progress to higher-level knowledge and concepts 
(Melkert 2003; Apul & Philpott 2011; Alwi et al. 2012; Korkmaz 2012; Stanford et al. 2013; 
Villa et al. 2013).  Where students are learning foundational knowledge, the opportunity to 
discuss in small groups allows them to interrogate ideas and deepen their understanding 
(Higgitt 1996).  In addition to this, at higher levels, group work often requires students to 
apply their existing knowledge as a team, and the necessity for discussion or negotiation 
prompts students to consider ideas from different angles and synthesise knowledge through 
interaction and application (Melkert 2003; Chau 2007; Kim & Tan 2013).  Group work also 
requires more independent working from students (within a collective), which appears to 
encourage knowledge consolidation and analytical thinking (Charlesworth & Foster 1996; 
Healey et al. 1996; Higgitt 1996). 
Thinking skills  W critical, practical, and creative  W form a crucial part of the broader set of 
skills students learn and practice during group work, which spans academic skills and 
practical skills (Apul & Philpott 2011).  In the literature examined, these include things like 
research skills, time-management, project management and technical skills (Ellis & Weekes 
2008; Brown 1999).  Such practical skills are arguably developed and honed through group 
work because they are tested and stretched in a context of interaction with others.  Group 
work also develops more complex skills, such as interpersonal communication, conflict 
resolution, critical analysis and problem-solving by putting students in a situation which 
requires them to notice and understand particular dynamics or circumstances, then draw 
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upon their knowledge and experience to act upon their observations in interaction with 
others (Ellis & Weekes 2008; Panelli & Welch 2005). 
Experiential learning appears crucial to both the knowledge increase and skill-building that 
students benefit from through group work, and it also often leads to changed perceptions.  
Several studies observe that students grow in awareness  W for example, of environmental 
issues, institutional and social structures, industrial and policy contexts, the viewpoints and 
behaviour of others, social justice, sustainability, and the complex inter-linkages between 
these things (Stanier 1997; Melkert 2003; Simm & David 2002; Ameta et al. 2010; Glassey & 
Haile 2012; Crewe 1994; Bacon et al. 2011; Knox et al. 1998).  Whilst students may 
experience these benefits to a certain extent through any group work, at least on a personal 
scale, projects which ask them to engage with real-world issues increase this development 
of awareness (Crewe 1994; Apul & Philpott 2011).  Group projects which ask students to 
evaluate their peers, themselves and their own experiences engender still more personal 
development by helping students grow aware of their own strengths and weaknesses, the 
social dynamics of teams, and the value of taking part in interactive work (Burkill 1997; 
Maguire & Edmondson 2001; Panelli & Welch 2005).  Student evaluations cited in studies 
where students have been asked to reflect on the value of group work demonstrate that 
this process leads students to feel more engaged with the material they are studying, more 
motivated to participate and more trusting of their group mates (Stanier 1997; Maguire & 
Edmondson 2001; Marvell et al. 2013). 
Recognised benefits of group work 
Increased student engagement Social, interpersonal & communication skills 
development 
Development, consolidation, progression & 
deepening of knowledge & understanding 
Technical skill development 
 
Thinking skills development Academic skill development 
Increase self-awareness & self-reflection Growth in awareness & experience of non-
educational contexts 
 
From a practical point of view, group work can lessen the work load for teaching staff, 
although this common assumption often requires qualification  W staff may offset the time 
saved on marking individual assignments with that spent organising and facilitating (Panelli 
& Welch 2005).  Although group work does not necessarily require fewer resources than 
individual work, it can certainly prove much more economically practical in situations where 
expensive lab or field equipment is needed (Haigh & Gold 1993).  Other material benefits of 
group work, where students are required to engage with real-life issues and/or 
organisations, include the development of implementable solutions to real-life problems or 
community engagement and action prompted by student projects (Hynek et al. 2009; Apul 
& Philpott 2011; Bacon et al. 2011). 
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Lecturers take different approaches to designing group work: some may draw on research-
based frameworks and approaches for designing group work and assessments, whilst others 
may design these in response to the practical and pedagogical needs of their course without 
reference to formal frameworks.   
A recent thematic review of various approaches and frameworks for group work identified 
eight key components to the design of group work activities:  “(1) interaction, (2) learning 
objectives and outcomes, (3) assessment, (4) task characteristics, (5) structuring, (6) 
guidance, (7) group constellation, and (8) facilities ? (de Hei et al. 2016, p.33).  Research-
based frameworks for group work include problem-based learning (PBL) (Spronken-Smith 
2005), team-based learning (Goff et al. 2007), cooperative learning (Villa et al. 2013) and 
cooperative problem-based learning (Yusof et al. 2012).   Challenges to implementing these 
defined frameworks include the availability of resources and organisational willingness and 
time to  ‘ƌŽůůŽƵƚ ?ĂƉĂƌƚŝcular approach. Indeed, many lecturers may find the design 
components and pedagogical theory underlying such frameworks useful, without wishing to 
implement them according to a particular protocol. 
Whether because of the challenges of implementing a defined group work protocol, a desire 
to draw from multiple frameworks, or a lack of awareness of these ever-evolving 
approaches, many lecturers structure group work from a practical, responsive standpoint.  
Group work design may respond to challenges such as creating an integrated cross-
disciplinary curriculum (Bacon et al. 2011), combining technology tuition with skills 
development (Brown 1999), creating more empowering learning environments for students 
(Stanier 1997), improving student engagement in large classes (Waddington 2001; Goff et al. 
2007), changes in disciplinary fieldwork practice (Kent et al. 1997), or increasing 
expectations for higher education to develop transferable and employability skills (Hindle 
1993; Hindle 2000; Maguire & Edmondson 2001; Hallet 2012).  Staff team composition and 
availability, resources, field work options, class size and time constraints shape group work 
design alongside pedagogical aims and desired learning outcomes.   
Although it can be tempting to focus on finding a tried and tested technique which simply 
 ‘ǁŽƌŬƐ ? W and this may be the appeal of implementing particular group work protocols as 
standard practice  W the variety of findings in the literature reviewed here suggests that 
technique and structure alone will not ensure students achieve desired learning goals, nor 
will it necessarily guarantee stress-free implementation for the lecturer (Kent et al. 1997; 
Spronken-Smith 2005; Smith et al. 2012).  Successful group work requires conscious, 
responsive facilitation by the lecturer as well as clear communication of the learning goals 
to students (Apul & Philpott 2011; Borrego et al. 2013).  This communication should address 
expected skills development processes as well as the understanding and assimilation of 
knowledge content (Paretti et al. 2010).  By helping students understand that they are 
expected to undergo a process, lecturers invite them to take more responsibility for their 
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learning and increase the benefits derived from group work.  Of course, drawing on specific 
tricks, techniques and tools aids the lecturer in this facilitation immensely; but these tools 
and techniques may need constant adjustment to remain relevant and responsive. 
Challenges of group work 
Despite the wide range of benefits that group work brings as a teaching style, many 
lecturers and students find it challenging.  When difficulties with group work are not 
addressed, the benefits often are not fully realised and the experience is frustrating for 
students and tutors alike. 
^ƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ?ĐŽŵŵŽŶĐŽŵƉůĂŝŶƚƐĂďŽƵƚŐƌŽƵƉǁŽƌŬŝŶĐůƵĚĞƉĞƌĐĞŝǀĞĚƵŶĨĂŝƌŶĞƐƐŽĨ
assessment and the closely-related issue of group dynamics.  In some cases students  W 
particularly above-average performing students  W believe their marks are dragged down by 
other group members (Knight 2004).  Other groups experience difficulties with social loafing, 
where one member of the group contributes significantly less than others, so those who 
ǁŽƌŬŚĂƌĚĞƌĨĞĞůŝƚŝƐƵŶũƵƐƚƚŚĂƚƚŚĞ ‘ĨƌĞĞ-ƌŝĚĞƌ ?ƌĞĐĞŝǀĞƐĂŶĞƋƵĂůŵĂƌŬ(Charlesworth & 
Foster 1996; Borrego et al. 2013).  In other cases social dynamics between group members 
are conflictual, or simply unproductive (Hindle 1993; Smith et al. 2012; Borrego et al. 2013).   
Problematic group dynamics can be intensified in groups comprised of students from 
diverse backgrounds, including nationality, race, gender, class, and ability (Kaenzig et al. 
2006; Dingel & Wei 2014; Elliott & Reynolds 2014; Yssel et al. 2016).  Although these 
elements are outside the stated scope of this research project  W gŝǀĞŶŝƚƐĨŽĐƵƐŽŶƐƚĂĨĨ ?s 
experiences  W students ? experiences of group work may be negative if diversity within 
groups is not taken into consideration.  A number of studies indicate that female and male 
students experience group work differently (Kaenzig et al. 2006; Takeda & Homberg 2014).  
Kaenzig et al (2007, p.99) find that,  “&ƵƌƚŚĞƌŝŶǀĞƐƚigation into the power and role-taking 
dynamics in groups is necessary to understand what happens differently in group-learning 
settings for male and female students. ?Likewise, students who are accustomed to different 
educational cultures may experience group work as an unfamiliar and therefore frightening 
task (Elliott & Reynolds 2014).  Students with disabilities  W either physical or non-physical  W 
may feel excluded from group activities (Yssel et al. 2016).  Such problems are further 
exacerbated when students lack guidance on the processes of group working (Hansen 2006).   
In interdisciplinary groups, students may struggle to communicate because of different or 
competing epistemologies and knowledge bases (Hill et al. 2008; Bacon et al. 2011; Korkmaz 
& Singh 2012; Clark & Seidu Jasaw 2014).  Conflicting timetables (Knox et al. 1998; Bacon et 
al. 2011) and workload pressures can mean students have difficulty fitting in group meetings 
(Spronken-Smith 2005; Paretti et al. 2010; Smith et al. 2012).  Students naturally want to 
avoid these problems, which can be seen as taking them out of their comfort zones.  
 ‘^ƚƌĞƚĐŚŝŶŐ ?ƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐďĞǇŽŶĚƚŚĞŝƌĐŽŵĨŽƌƚǌŽŶĞƐŝƐŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶƚĨŽƌůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐƚŽƚĂŬĞƉůĂĐĞ
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(McClelland 2012) ?ŚŽǁĞǀĞƌ ?ǁŚĞŶƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ?ƉĞƌĐĞƉƚŝŽŶƐŽĨƵŶĨĂŝƌŶĞƐƐŽƌŝŶĞĨĨĞĐƚŝǀĞŐƌŽƵƉ
dynamics are not addressed, the pedagogical and developmental benefits of group work can 
be lost and student satisfaction decreases (Kamau & Spong 2015). 
dƵƚŽƌƐ ?ŶĞŐĂƚŝǀĞĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐŽĨŐƌŽƵƉǁŽƌŬĂƌĞĐůŽƐĞůǇůŝŶŬĞĚƚŽƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ?ĐŽŵƉůĂŝŶƚƐ ?ǁŝƚŚ
most being particularly concerned about avoiding unfairness to any student (Sharp 2006; 
Maiden & Perry 2011), as well as having limited time respond to student dissatisfaction.  
Practical issues like costs and risks of field-based group work also pose challenges (Haigh & 
Gold 1993; Waddington 2001; Clark & Seidu Jasaw 2014), though these can be lessened 
through a group work structure as compared to individual work (Brown 1999).  Designing 
and organising group assignments can take more time and requires more involvement than 
lecture-based learning to mitigate risks of poor group performance (Hindle 2000; Panelli & 
Welch 2005; Kamau & Spong 2015), though this may be offset by a decreased marking load 
(Charlesworth & Foster 1996).  Over and above these practical concerns, the literature 
ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚƐƚŚĂƚůĞĐƚƵƌĞƌƐ ?ƉƌĞĚŽŵŝŶĂŶƚĐŚĂůůĞŶŐĞƐǁŝƚŚŐƌŽƵƉǁŽƌŬĂƌĞŵŝŶŝŵŝƐŝŶŐƐƚƵĚĞŶƚ
negative behaviour and maximising accountability in order to ensure student satisfaction, 
learning and fairness (Davies 2009; Swaray 2012; Borrego et al. 2013; Kamau & Spong 2015). 
Common difficulties with group work 
Conflictual group dynamics Perceived unfairness of assessment 
Social loafing Time & workload pressures 
Problems communicating across 
disciplines, cultures or backgrounds 
Practical / material challenges 
 
Strategies for enhancing benefits and mitigating challenges 
Strategies for mitigating the challenges of group work  W and enhancing its benefits  W are 
myriad but, for many lecturers, feasibility within available time and capacity is the most 
relevant factor.  In cases where group work was not resulting in students achieving the 
learning aims for the course, or where student dissatisfaction was perceived to be too high, 
lecturers have abandoned group work (Haigh & Gold 1993).  Indeed, group work may not be 
the most appropriate teaching method in every case, but the literature indicates that 
problems with pedagogical effectiveness and student dissatisfaction can be addressed 
through group work design, facilitation, assessment and evaluation techniques, and 
willingness and ability to try small adaptations within the limits of feasibility.   
Tutors may design group work which is based on a particular framework or responsive to 
circumstance; in either case elements of authenticity, alignment to outcomes, and student 
autonomy cŽŶƚƌŝďƵƚĞƐŝŐŶŝĨŝĐĂŶƚůǇƚŽƚŚĞĂĐƚŝǀŝƚŝĞƐ ?ĂďŝůŝƚǇƚŽĂĐŚŝĞǀĞƉĞĚĂŐŽŐŝĐĂŝŵƐ(Ellis & 
Weekes 2008; Brown 1999; Borrego et al. 2013; Alwi et al. 2012; Spronken-Smith 2005).  
Group work which focuses on real-world issues  W or realistically simulates them  W increases 
student motivation and engagement with respect to both the subject matter and the 
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process of working with their peers (Goff et al. 2007; Ellis & Weekes 2008; Korkmaz 2012).  
Aligning project design to desired outcomes is helpful because it requires tutors to create 
clarity for themselves when planning and organising activities and thus makes it easier to 
share these aims clearly with students.  Sharing learning outcomes with students  W including 
intended skills development through experiential learning  W helps increase student 
autonomy which, in turn, prompts students to take more responsibility for their learning 
and engenders increased engagement and motivation (Healey et al. 1996; Burkill 1997; 
Healey et al. 2014). 
Though increased student independence improves learning and skill development (Brown 
1999), it also requires more careful facilitation by tutors (Harun et al. 2012; Livingstone & 
Lynch 2000).  Students are more likely to positively experience group work which has been 
more actively facilitated by staff (Elliott & Reynolds 2014).  Project design can ease the 
uncertainty of facilitation  W for example through careful consideration of how and why 
groups are formed, group size, and group composition if chosen by tutors (Spronken-Smith 
2005) ?,ŽǁĞǀĞƌŽŶĞƐƚƵĚǇƐŚŽǁƐƚŚĂƚĞǀĞŶĐĂƌĞĨƵůůǇĐŽŶƐƚƌƵĐƚĞĚŐƌŽƵƉƐ ‘ďĂůĂŶĐĞĚ ?
ĂĐĐŽƌĚŝŶŐƚŽĞůďŝŶƚĞĂŵƌŽůĞƐĚŝĚŶŽƚƐŝŐŶŝĨŝĐĂŶƚůǇŝŵƉƌŽǀĞŐƌŽƵƉƐ ?ƉĞƌĨŽƌŵĂŶĐĞŽŶ
assessment, though participating in the process of self and peer role evaluation did help 
students learn about teamwork and social dynamics (Smith et al. 2012).  These results point 
again to the importance of student autonomy to deepening learning.   
To encourage student autonomy within an appropriate focus on learning aims, tutors may 
employ strategies including guidelines for team working; record-keeping protocols; 
reflective diaries; questionnaires or videos; formative self-and peer-assessment; peer 
teaching; and e-learning collaborative forums (Davies 2009; Ameta et al. 2010; Mavroudi & 
Jöns 2011; Weaver & Esposto 2012; Borrego et al. 2013; Marvell et al. 2013; Kamau & Spong 
2015) ?ĐƚŝǀŝƚŝĞƐǁŚŝĐŚƌĞƋƵŝƌĞƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐƚŽƌĞĨůĞĐƚŽŶ ‘ŚŽǁ ?ĂŶĚ ‘ǁŚǇ ?ƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶƐ W rather 
than simply to try to adhere to top-down guidelines  W improve skill development as well as 
encouraging deeper engagement with subject matter (Healey et al. 1996; Spronken-Smith 
2005; Marvell et al. 2013).  However, if tutors require students to produce reflective 
documents for hand-ŝŶ ?ƌĞǀŝĞǁŝŶŐƚŚĞƐĞŵƵƐƚďĞƌĞĂůŝƐƚŝĐǁŝƚŚŝŶƚŚĞƚƵƚŽƌ ?ƐĂǀĂŝůĂďůĞƚŝŵĞ ?
Creating activities which incorporate reflection and action into the progression of the 
ŐƌŽƵƉ ?ƐǁŽƌŬĐŽƵůĚďĞŵŽƌĞƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĂůĂŶĚĞĨĨĞĐƚŝǀĞƚŚĂŶƌĞǀŝĞǁŝŶŐŵƵůƚŝƉůĞƌĞĨůĞĐƚŝǀĞ
ĚŽĐƵŵĞŶƚƐ ?ŽŶƚŚĞŽƚŚĞƌŚĂŶĚ ? ‘ƐŶĂƉƐŚŽƚƐ ?ŽĨƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ?ƚŚŝŶŬŝŶŐďĞĨŽƌĞƚŚĞƉƌŽĚƵĐƚŝŽŶŽĨĂ
final product can provide valuable feedback and insight about their progression to tutors, 
which can aid responsive facilitation (Mavroudi & Jöns 2011). Reflective activities, combined 
with project design which requires interdependence amongst group members or even 
different groups, help students gain the insight needed to take responsibility for their 
learning and help tutors act as facilitators rather than having to direct activity (Johnston et 
al. 2004; Mavroudi & Jöns 2011; Marvell et al. 2013; Healey et al. 2014).  This altered 
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dynamic can also encourage students to take greater responsibility for resolving inefficacies 
or conflicts, thus reducing the likelihood and frequency of problems requiring significant 
tutor intervention. 
Tools for assessment both within structured group work protocols and ad-hoc group work 
design range from awarding all group members a single mark decided by the lecturer to 
drawing on a complex variety of self-assessment, peer-assessment and formative 
assessment to arrive at summative marks for individuals (Davies 2009; Caple & Bogle 2013).  
Whilst some of these methods may be time-consuming, several examples in the literature 
show that involving students in assessment of group work deepens their learning of the 
content, enhances the skill-building opportunities of group work and makes students more 
likely to view their experiences of group work positively (Crewe 1994; Burkill 1997; Knight 
2004; Spronken-Smith 2005; Weaver & Esposto 2012).  However, it is important to be aware 
that ƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ?ƉĞƌĐĞƉƚŝŽŶƐŽĨĞĂĐŚŽƚŚĞƌĐĂŶďĞŝŶĨůƵĞŶĐĞĚďǇfactors such as race, gender 
ĂŶĚŽƚŚĞƌĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌŝƐƚŝĐƐƐƵĐŚĂƐ ‘ĐŽƵƌƐĞƉĞƌĨŽƌŵĂŶĐĞ ? and  ‘ŐƌŽƵƉůĞĂĚĞƌƐŚŝƉ ? ?ŝŶŐĞůĂŶĚ
Wei 2014: 729). Where self- and peer-assessment tools can be used formatively during the 
course of group work, with input from tutors, students can benefit from the reflection and 
feedback they provide even if lecturers prefer to simplify summative assessment by 
retaining full control of the final mark awarded. 
ǀĂůƵĂƚŝŽŶŽĨƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ?ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐŽĨŐƌŽƵƉǁŽƌŬĐĂŶďĞƵƐĞĨƵůŶŽƚŽŶůǇƚŽůĞĐƚƵƌĞƌƐ
seeking to improve the group work design but also to students through the reflection it 
requires.  The literature shows that evaluation processes help students consolidate their 
learning and realise what skills they have developed through experiential group work 
(Maguire & Edmondson 2001).  Where evaluation processes can be incorporated into group 
work activities over time  W for example through the use of sequential, open-ended 
questionnaires or more informal feedback sessions  W these processes can combine the 
benefits of reflective student activities with the collection of helpful feedback.  Tutors can 
use this feedback both to adjust their facilitation or give attention to areas or groups of 
concern during the progression of the group work as well as to improve design of future 
group work.  As with learning outcomes, sharing the purposes of and responses to 
evaluation with students increases their engagement, motivation and satisfaction (Healey et 
al. 2014). 
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Strategies and tools  Recognised benefits 
Align group work design & 
assessment to learning 
outcomes 
Clarify aims & objectives for staff & students 
Share learning outcomes with 
students 
Increase engagement & motivation 
Increase student autonomy & responsibility 
Incorporate or simulate real-
life situations or contexts 
Increase engagement with subject matter & deepen 
learning 
Highlight relevance of teamwork processes to practical / 
professional work 
Actively facilitate group 
interactions 
Increase student autonomy & responsibility 
Mitigate conflictual group dynamics and/or social loafing 
Give students guidelines on 
group working processes 
Mitigate conflictual group dynamics and/or social loafing 
Increase student autonomy & responsibility 
Incorporate reflective activities Increase engagement with subject matter & deepen 
learning 
Highlight relevance of teamwork processes 
Enhance skill development & self-awareness 
Increase student autonomy & responsibility 
Mitigate perceptions of unfairness or irrelevance 
Peer-assessment and/or self-
assessment 
Increase engagement with subject matter & deepen 
learning 
Highlight relevance of teamwork processes 
Enhance skill development & self-awareness 
Increase student autonomy & responsibility 
Mitigate perceptions of unfairness or irrelevance 
Literature on group work provides many suggestions for techniques and methods of 
overcoming the challenges of group work, along with evidence of the benefits produced by 
effective application of such innovative practice.  However, there is little exploration of why 
we resist such techniques which increase student autonomy, reflection and participation in 
creating learning opportunities.  Many lecturers may feel understandably uncertain about 
introducing activities which change classroom dynamics, as giving increased responsibility to 
students also gives students increased power.  Furthermore, many have not been trained to 
effectively facilitate group work (Rafferty 2013). Likewise, if a lecturer considers the aim of 
ƚĞĂĐŚŝŶŐƚŽďĞ ‘ĚŝƌĞĐƚŝŶŐůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐ ? ?ĂǀŝĞǁǁŚŝĐŚŽƚŚĞƌƐǁŽƵůĚƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶ ? ?ƚŚĞǇŵŝŐŚƚĨĞĞů
ƚŚĂƚƚŚĞƌĞƐƉŽŶƐŝďŝůŝƚǇĨŽƌƚĞĂĐŚŝŶŐůŝĞƐƐŽůĞůǇǁŝƚŚƚŚĞůĞĐƚƵƌĞƌĂŶĚƐŽŝŶĐƌĞĂƐŝŶŐƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ?
autonomy through more self-directed group work raises feelings of discomfort, inadequacy 
or laziness.  Sharing the pedagogical and developmental aims behind teaching choices with 
ƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐĐĂŶĂǀĞƌƚƚŚĞƐĞǁŽƌƌŝĞƐĂŶĚďƌŽĂĚĞŶŽŶĞ ?ƐĐŽŶĐĞƉƚŝŽŶŽĨƚĞĂĐŚŝŶŐ(Elliott & 
Reynolds 2014), but again initiating such a classroom conversation could make some feel 
exposed.  Facilitation requires different skills to lecturing, and university lecturers are 
required to be excellent researchers, administrators, project managers and strategic 
thinkers as well as educators, so it is unsurprising that not every member of staff feels 
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extremely confident placing themselves in a situation requiring responsive facilitation.  
Whilst training and practice help develop facilitation skills to make group work more 
effective, reflecting on the learning outcomes to be achieved, and sharing these clearly with 
students, can ĐŽŶƚƌŝďƵƚĞƐŝŐŶŝĨŝĐĂŶƚůǇƚŽůĞĐƚƵƌĞƌƐ ?ĂďŝůŝƚǇƚŽĚĞƐŝŐŶĂŶĚŝŵƉůĞŵĞŶƚŐƌŽƵƉ
work teaching and learning activities which they feel confident facilitating and which 
engender effective learning and skills development for students. 
Methodology 
Approach 
Our methodology combined an Action Research approach (Bradbury Huang 2010), 
combining action learning cycles (Revans 2011) conducted with self-selecting participants 
and supplementary qualitative data collection from additional participants.  These 
complementary methods of data collection helped to ensure rigour and validity by providing 
comparison points and contextualising different data.  Such an approach is widely accepted 
in education research (Kember 2000; Bath et al. 2004), and our approach to the rigour of 
ƚŚŝƐƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚĂůŝŐŶƐǁŝƚŚDĞůƌŽƐĞ ?Ɛ(2005, p.172) ŽďƐĞƌǀĂƚŝŽŶƐŽĨ “ĂǁŝĚĞƐƉƌĞĂĚƐŚŝĨƚĨƌŽŵ
the conception of practitioners as merely consumers of knowledge (especially teachers as 
consumers of educational research) to a conception of practitioners as producers and 
ŵĞĚŝĂƚŽƌƐŽĨŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐĞ ? ?Ɖ ? ? ? ? ? ?ŶĐƚŝŽŶZĞƐĞĂƌĐŚĂƉƉƌŽĂĐŚǁĂƐĐŽŚĞƌĞŶƚǁŝƚŚŽƵƌ
intention to understand and support staff praxis of pedagogical theories of group work, in 
order to enhance student experience through providing practical and responsive resources 
to help improve practice. 
Methods 
dŚĞ ‘ƉƌĂĐƚŝƚŝŽŶĞƌƐ ?ŝŶƚŚŝƐƉƌŽũĞĐƚŝŶĐůƵĚĞĚeleven members of teaching staff in the School of 
Earth & Environment who teach and/or lead teaching across disciplines in the natural and 
social sciences. Invitations to participate in the research were advertised to all teaching staff, 
and particular members of staff were contacted through a combination of opportunistic and 
snowball sampling.  Methods of data collection included informal initial interviews, in-depth 
qualitative interviews, observation of classroom practice, self-reporting on classroom 
practice, and student questionnaires.  In addition, participants took part in an ongoing 
Reference Group, including one practitioner who did not participate in any of the other 
research activities.  This Reference Group reviewed the development of the research 
approach, helped to refine the aims and objectives of the research, and input into 
interactive analytical activities around emerging themes as the research progressed.  
Shaping and validating emergent analysis, the Reference Group helped to ensure that we 
could create responsive practical resources for staff through inputting suggestions on 
ƐƉĞĐŝĨŝĐƚŚĞŵĞƐŽĨ ‘ĞŶŚĂŶĐŝŶg relevance ? ? ‘suƉƉŽƌƚŝŶŐƉƌŽĚƵĐƚŝǀĞƌĞĨůĞĐƚŝŽŶ ? ?ĂŶĚ ‘ƚŚĞŽƌŝƐŝŶŐ 
without overgeneralizing ? ? 
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Six self-selecting participants took part in an action learning cycle (see Figure 1) which 
included: 
x an initial, informal discussion about the group work the participant had done in the 
past and ideas for using group work in the upcoming semester;  
x an observation phase in which a researcher observed group work activities during 
ƚŚĞƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚ ?ƐƚĞĂĐŚŝŶŐƐĞƐƐŝŽŶƐ ?ĂŶĚ 
x a follow-up in-depth interview which included rĞĨůĞĐƚŝŽŶŽŶƚŚĞƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚ ?Ɛ
experience using group work in their teaching.   
dŚŝƐƌĞĨůĞĐƚŝǀĞŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁǁĂƐĚĞƐŝŐŶĞĚƚŽŚĞůƉĐĂƉƚƵƌĞƚŚĞƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚ ?ƐůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐĂŶĚĂŶĂůǇƐŝƐ
of their experience and thoughts on planning for future use of group work, as well as 
ĨĞĞĚŝŶŐŝŶƚŽƚŚĞƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚƚĞĂŵ ?ƐĂŶĂůǇƐŝƐŽĨƚŚĞĐŽŵďŝŶĞĚĚĂƚĂǁŚŝĐŚŚĂƐƐŽƵŐŚƚƚŽĞǆƉůŽƌĞ
the challenges of group work and focus on practical needs and findings across the data.  
Initial informal interviews were conducted with all participants, including those who did not 
go on to take part in an action learning cycle.  Additional in-depth qualitative interviews 
with these participants explored themes which emerged from initial interviews, 
ŽďƐĞƌǀĂƚŝŽŶƐŽĨŽƚŚĞƌƐ ?ĐůĂƐƐƌŽŽŵƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞ ?ĂŶĚZĞĨĞƌĞŶĐĞ'ƌŽƵp input.  This additional data 
enriched and broadened the analysis.  Student questionnaires completed by students in 
ƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚƐ ?ĐůĂƐƐĞƐĂďŽƵƚƚŚĞŝƌĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐŽĨŐƌŽƵƉǁŽƌŬǁĞƌĞƵƐĞĚĂƐĂƚƌŝĂŶŐƵůĂƚŝŽŶ
method in order to relate findings about staff expĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐĂŶĚǀŝĞǁƉŽŝŶƚƐƚŽƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ?
experiences and viewpoints. 
 
  
ACTION LEARNING CYCLE, ADAPTED FROM 
KOLB (1984) AND REVANS (2011) 
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Research activities 
Planning & understanding concrete 
experience 
Reflecting on & learning from experience 
Initial 
interviews 
11 completed 
(3x Geology & 
Geophysics; 
2x Atmospheric & 
Environmental Sciences; 
6x Sustainability & 
Business) 
In-depth interviews 6 completed  
(6x Sustainability & 
Business) 
In-class 
observations 
10 completed 
(1x2 Geology & 
Geophysics; 4x2 
Sustainability & 
Business) 
Student 
questionnaires 
(triangulation) 
58 completed  
(across 6 cohorts) 
 
Limitations 
We are aware of some limitations to the research which are either inherent to the research 
approach or due to the practicalities and circumstances of the project.  As with any 
qualitative research with human participants, it was impossible to control the exact 
numbers and characteristics of participants or the processes of collecting data.  Furthermore, 
an action research approach is not necessarily best suited to establishing widely 
generalizable theory or direct causality (Melrose 2005; Bradbury Huang 2010); however as 
our objectives focussed on developing practical and responsive resources, enhancing 
relevance for participants, supporting helpful reflection, and theorising without 
overgeneralizing, we felt these limitations of the approach were acceptable within the scope 
and aims of our research.   
The timescale and limited resources available to the project  W which allowed for one 
member of the research team to dedicate two and a half days per week to the project for 
one year  W meant that the scope of the research was necessarily limited.  As such we 
decided to focus on depth over quantity, which shaped our decision to undertake action 
learning cycles with a limited number of participants in order to explore the topic matter as 
fully as possible within the limited scope of the research.  Unfortunately the disciplinary 
spread of participants in action learning cycles and in-depth interviews was not as broad as 
we had hoped: all of the action learning participants were social scientists.  This was due to 
ƚŚĞŝŶĞǀŝƚĂďůĞĐŽŶƐƚƌĂŝŶƚƐŽŶƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚƐ ?ƚŝŵĞĂƐǁĞůůĂƐƚŚĞůŝŵŝƚĞĚƚŝŵĞŽĨƚŚĞƉƌŝŵĂƌǇ
researcher.  However, initial interviews were conducted with participants across the range 
of natural and social sciences studied and taught in the School.  Thus the combination of 
data collection approaches has helped to ensure the inclusion of perspectives of 
practitioners from the natural science disciplines.  The response rate for student 
questionnaires was predictably low (from two to twelve respondents in each module), with 
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the lower rates corresponding to the disciplines which were less well represented in the 
interview and action learning data.  However, one action learning participant conducted 
their own in-class survey, with thirty-three respondents, thus contributing important 
experience of the successful use of this technique to the range of practices examined in the 
findings. 
Rigour & validity 
There are many approaches to enhancing rigour in action research, and the perception of 
rigour depends on the viewpoint(s) of the audience(s) (Melrose 2005).  In this project we 
have sought to ensure rigour and validity through several measures, whilst recognising that 
the scope and factors outside our control limit the extent to which the findings may be 
generalised.  Drawing frŽŵDĞůƌŽƐĞ ?Ɛ(2005) ĂŶĚƌĂĚďƵƌǇ,ƵĂŶŐ ?Ɛ(2010) criteria of 
rigorous, high-quality action research, we present our strategies in a table below: 
Criteria Strategies 
Repeating the cycle Whilst there was not time to conduct repeated 
action learning cycles within this project due to 
the academic calendar, repeated instances of 
exploration, intervention and evaluation 
(Melrose 2005 citing Cardno & Piggot-Irine 
1996) did take place within the repeated 
interviews and Reference Group meetings. 
Maximising the credibility of the research 
group 
The project actively sought and supported the 
involvement of knowledgeable and 
experienced higher education teaching 
practitioners from across the disciplines in the 
School. 
Clarity and suitability of data-collection 
methods and processes 
Methods were reviewed and refined by the 
ZĞĨĞƌĞŶĐĞ'ƌŽƵƉ ?dŚĞǇǁĞƌĞ “ƐƵŝƚĂďůĞ ?ĨŽƌƚŚĞ
ƐŝƚƵĂƚŝŽŶ ? “ŶĞŐŽƚŝĂƚĞĚ ?ƌĂƚŚĞƌƚŚĂŶŝŵƉŽƐĞĚ ? ?
 “ŝŶĐůƵƐŝǀĞ ?ŝŶǀŽůǀŝŶŐĂŶĚŝŶĨŽƌŵŝŶŐĨŽƌƚŚŽƐĞ
ƐƵƉƉůǇŝŶŐƚŚĞĚĂƚĂ ? ? “ƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĂů ?ĂŶĚůŝŬĞůǇƚŽ
ůĞŶĚŝŶƐŝŐŚƚ ?ĂŶĚ “ƐǇƐƚĞŵĂƚŝĐĂŶĚƐƵƐƚĂŝŶĞĚ ?
(Melrose 2005, pp.168 W169). 
Group interpretation In addition to the refinement of approach and 
collective reflection on emergent themes by 
the Reference Group, data was collaboratively 
interpreted and analysed within the research 
team, ensuring more than one perspective. 
Articulation of objectives, defensibility of 
knowledge claims & theorisation 
Throughout the research and in this working 
paper, we explicitly address the objectives we 
believe relevant to our work and the choices 
made to meet those (Bradbury Huang 2010, 
p.102).  Furthermore we have framed our 
knowledge claims as collaborative creation of 
practicable theory in a defined context of 
higher education group work.  We provide 
transparency to readers about the context this 
17 
 
Criteria Strategies 
knowledge was created in to enable them to 
reflect on the applicability of our contributions 
to their own practice.   
Ensuring ethical partnership & participation KƵƌŵĞƚŚŽĚŽůŽŐǇĐŽŶĨŽƌŵƐƚŽtŝŶƚĞƌ ?Ɛ(1996; 
cited in Melrose 2005) principles of ethical 
action research, including consulting on the 
principles of the research with those affected 
through the Reference Group; allowing 
participants to influence the work; respecting 
the wishes of those who do not wish to 
participate; keeping the development of the 
work transparent and open to suggestions; 
obtaining relevant consent and maintaining 
confidentiality to the extent possible; and 
negotiating the representation of points of view 
by sharing work (i.e. this working paper) before 
publishing. 
Pragmatic actionability, significance & 
relevance 
We have emphasised the importance of 
producing practical guideline for group work as 
requested by participants as a major aim of the 
research since the start.  This working paper is 
clearly structured to communicate these, 
ĂůŽŶŐƐŝĚĞƚŚĞƐƵŐŐĞƐƚĞĚ ‘ ?-ƉĂŐĞƌ ? ?ŝŶ
production) and our organisation of reflective 
sessions as part of the dissemination process to 
respond to the usefulness that participants 
discovered of reflective conversations.  In 
addition, the methods of data collection were 
structured to yield practical, actionable 
outcomes for the individuals involved, in the 
form of their own teaching practices, as well as 
ƚŽĐŽŶƚƌŝďƵƚĞƚŽƚŚĞƉƌŽũĞĐƚ ?ƐŵŽƌĞŽǀĞƌĂƌĐŚŝŶŐ
outputs. 
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Findings & discussion  
Case studies 
This section presents four case studies from across the three years of undergraduate 
courses.  Each case shows the progression through the action learning cycle. 
:ĂŵŝĞ ?ƐŵŽĚƵůĞ 
In this module, Belbin team roles were taught before group work assignments for the first 
time.  The tutor found these provided a useful framework for students, and that doing 
group exercises in class on the topic of group working processes was particularly effective.  
Students peer-marked group members, including qualitative feedback, in order to moderate 
marks where necessary.  This did not significantly change marks, but evidenced important 
self-reflection and reflection about group processes and roles.   
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The tutor also observed that verbal plus writteŶĨĞĞĚďĂĐŬŝŵƉƌŽǀĞĚƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ?ƌĞƚĞŶƚŝŽŶŽĨ
feedback. 
 
:ĞĂŶ ?ƐŵŽĚƵůĞ 
In this module, the tutor decided to teach students about Belbin team roles and group 
ǁŽƌŬŝŶŐƉƌŽĐĞƐƐĞƐŽĨ ‘ĨŽƌŵŝŶŐ ?ƐƚŽƌŵŝŶŐ ?ŶŽƌŵŝŶŐĂŶĚƉĞƌĨŽƌŵŝŶŐ ? ?ďĂƐĞĚŽŶdƵĐŬŵĂŶ ?Ɛ
model of small group development).  Students were given a Belbin roles self-assessment 
quiz as homework and taught about group development stages in a lecture.  Also for the 
first time when teaching this module, the tutor created a basic reflective questionnaire 
asking students for free-text responses about their experiences of group work as well as 
self-evaluation against employability skills.  Although questionnaire responses indicated that 
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most students did not significantly engage with the idea of Belbin team roles, the tutor 
found the questionnaire very valuable in relation to the short time it took to create: it 
provided useful feedback on the module and group work structure, as well as evidently 
helping students self-identify group behaviours and valuable employment skills. 
>ĞƐůŝĞ ?ƐŵŽĚƵůĞ 
In this module, the tutor conducted an experiment in peer marking.  Students, having 
worked in groups of five, were each asked to allocate forty marks between the other four 
members of their group.  It was clearly explained that this was a trial and not binding.  These 
marks were input into a spreadsheet containing mathematical formulae created by the tutor 
to use the peer marks to weight the original marks given by staff.  Staff then compared the 
new marks to the original ones, to see how this process would affect marks if peer marking 
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were used to moderate staff marks.  Though the tutor found this information valuable, 
some students were vociferously opposed to the process.  On balance the tutor felt that it 
was not worth the confusion caused, given the relatively low worth of the assignment in 
question and the potential for student dissatisfaction, especially in module satisfaction 
surveys. 
:ƵĚĞ ?ƐŵŽĚƵůĞ 
In this module, the tutor took a new approach to formative feedback.  For the first time, 
student groups were given a short time in class to reflect together on the feedback they 
received on their previous project, before beginning a new project with the same group.  
Groups were encouraged to note down what went well, what had not gone well, and what 
could be changed.  They were also encouraged to share their plans for working on the next 
project together, based on this feedback and reflection, with the tutor in class.  Additionally, 
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the tutor provided briefs for a final project earlier than usual, and instead of speaking with 
groups in class about this project, scheduled a fifteen-minute tutorial with each group a 
week into the project.  The tutor will continue this practice, because it allowed for more 
effective and timely formative feedback, gave students a motivation to meet as a group 
early in the process, and provided an obvious reason to address any absenteeism early in 
the process. 
 
Learning processes, learning content: maximising the benefits of group work 
Our first analytical theme considers the significance of content-focussed approaches  W e.g. 
emphasis on the subject matter to be learned and the knowledge to be gained  W and 
process-focussed approaches  W e.g. emphasis on how the learning will happen and the skills 
to be practised  W in successful group work.  Our research finds that, far from being 
contradictory or mutually exclusive, these approaches enhance group work when used in 
conjunction with each other. 
Group work processes enhance engagement 
WĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚƐ ?ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐindicate that group work enhances student engagement, which in 
ƚƵƌŶĞŶŚĂŶĐĞƐƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ?ůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐ of the content being taught.  Participants stated that 
engagement is enhanced through: 
x ƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ?shared responsibility; 
x increased student independence; 
x a collective sense of fun; 
x staff-student interaction; 
x time for students to get to know each other; 
x opportunities to apply knowledge in real-life and/or varying contexts; 
x ƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ?ĚĞĂůŝŶŐǁŝƚŚ “ƉŽǁĞƌŝƐƐƵĞƐŽŶĂƉĞƌƐŽŶĂů ?ƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĂůůĞǀĞůƚŚĞǇĐĂŶƌĞůĂƚĞƚŽ ?
(GG-1); 
x debate and discussion; and 
x learning through experience. 
/ŶƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚƐ ?ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞ ?ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚĨŽƌŵĂƚƐŽĨŐƌŽƵƉǁŽƌŬ W ďĞǇŽŶĚǁŚĂƚŝƐƐĞĞŶĂƐ ‘ƚŚĞ
ƐƚĂŶĚĂƌĚ ?ŐƌŽƵƉƉƌĞƐĞŶƚĂƚŝŽŶ format  W increase engagement, as in ƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚƐ ? suggestions 
below. 
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However, group work becomes more challenging if students  W even just some of them  W do 
ŶŽƚǁĂŶƚƚŽƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂƚĞ P “ĐŽŵƉƵůƐŽƌǇŵŽĚƵůĞƉůƵƐĚŝƐĞŶŐĂŐĞĚƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐƚĂŝŶƚƐŐƌŽƵƉǁŽƌŬ
for everyone  W ĚŝƐĐŽŶƚĞŶƚŝƐĐĂƚĐŚŝŶŐ ? ?MR-2).  Conversely, a cohort which is already 
engaged with their broader learning programme, or enthusiastic about a given module, 
contributes to the success of group work.  These observations, whilst recognising that some 
ĂƐƉĞĐƚƐĂƌĞŽƵƚŽĨŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂůƚƵƚŽƌƐ ?ĐŽŶƚƌŽů ?ƵŶĚĞƌƐĐŽƌĞƚŚĞŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶĐĞŽĨĚƌĂǁŝng on the 
factors identified above to enhance engagement through group work as much as possible. 
Engagement enhances learning 
Participants observed and experienced several 
ways that the engaging aspects of group work 
ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐĞƐďƌŽĂĚĞŶƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ?ůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐŽf the 
content being taught.  For example: 
x Peers learn from each other. 
x Groups come up with more creative ideas than 
they would individually. 
x /ƚ “ŵĂƐƐŝǀĞůǇĞǆƚĞŶĚƐƚŚĞƌĞĂĐŚŽĨǁŚĂƚƚŚĞǇůĞĂƌŶ ?ďĞĐĂƵƐĞƚŚĞƌĞĂƌĞ “ŵƵůƚŝƉůĞďƌĂŝŶƐ ?
working on a project or topic (PL-2). 
Tutors also observed that more engaged learning 
processes fostered deeper learning.  Engagement 
in group work encourages synoptic learning 
because it requires students to bring together a 
range of knowledge and share it.  Discussion 
improves responses to concrete issues or questions.  Students can explore the detail and 
complexity of concepts through interaction.  Learning processes of discussion and synthesis 
help students learn content, and more perspectives challenge them to think differently and 
ĚĞĞƉĞŶƚŚĞŝƌƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚŝŶŐ ?^ƚƵĚĞŶƚƐďĞĐŽŵĞ “ĞǆƉĞƌƚƐŝŶƚŚĞŝƌƚŽƉŝĐ ?ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚŐƌŽƵƉƉĞĞƌ
teaching and presentations (PL-1).  Peer-to-peer learning causes students to reflect and 
Increasing engagement in group work 
 ZŽůĞƉůĂǇ ?Ğ ?Ő ?ŝŶĂŵŽĐŬĚĞďĂƚĞ ?ĞŶĐŽƵƌĂŐĞƐƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐƚŽ “ŐĞƚŝŶƚŽŝƚĂŶĚ
ƚĂŬĞŝƚƐĞƌŝŽƵƐůǇ ? ?
 &ŝĞůĚǁŽƌŬŝƐĞŶŐĂŐŝŶŐďĞĐĂƵƐĞƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ?ŝĚĞĂƐĞǀŽůǀĞĂŶĚĐŚĂŶŐĞƋƵŝĐŬůǇ ? 
 Special events, like an end-of-year  ‘ĐŽŶĨĞƌĞŶĐĞ ? ?ĐĂŶďĞĂŶŽĐĐĂƐŝŽŶĨŽƌ
ĐĞůĞďƌĂƚŝŶŐƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ?ůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐĂŶĚĂĐŚŝĞǀĞŵĞŶƚƐ ? 
 ĨůŝƉƉĞĚĐůĂƐƐƌŽŽŵŝŶĐƌĞĂƐĞƐƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ?ƐĞŶƐĞŽĨŶŽǀĞůƚǇĂŶĚĨƵŶ ? 
 In general, students enjoy variety. 
 “'ƌŽƵƉǁŽƌŬŵĂƐƐŝǀĞůǇĞǆƚĞŶĚƐ
the reach of what students learn, 
because there are multiple brains 
ǁŽƌŬŝŶŐƚŽŐĞƚŚĞƌ ? ?
 “^ƚƵĚĞŶƚƐƌĞĂůŝƐĞƚŚĞǇŬŶŽǁŵŽƌĞ
than they thought they did and 
ĐŽŶƐŽůŝĚĂƚĞƚŚĞŝƌůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐ ? ?
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helps them explore ideas.  Through these different processes, which often require repeated 
ŝŶƚĞƌĂĐƚŝŽŶƐĂŶĚĞŶŐĂŐĞŵĞŶƚǁŝƚŚƚŚĞůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐĐŽŶƚĞŶƚ ?ƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ “ƌĞĂůŝƐĞƚŚĞǇŬŶŽǁŵŽƌĞ
ƚŚĂŶƚŚĞǇƚŚŽƵŐŚƚƚŚĞǇĚŝĚĂŶĚĐŽŶƐŽůŝĚĂƚĞƚŚĞŝƌůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐ ? ?LM-1). 
Group work processes help develop skills 
Through group work, students not only enhance their knowledge and learning but also 
develop and practice a wide variety of technical, social, creative, vocational and thinking 
skills.  Discussions with participants mentioned and corroborated all of the learning and 
skills benefits described in the literature review (LM-1, TF-1, KM-1, RS-1).  
Recognised benefits of group work from literature review 
Increased student engagement (Goff et al. 
2007; Korkmaz 2012) 
Social, interpersonal & communication skills 
development (Apul & Philpott 2011; Ellis & 
Weekes 2008; Panelli & Welch 2005) 
Development, consolidation, progression & 
deepening of knowledge & understanding 
(Melkert 2003; Higgitt 1996; Charlesworth & 
Foster 1996) 
Technical skill development (Brown 1999) 
 
Thinking skills development (Korkmaz 2012) Academic skill development (Ellis & Weekes 
2008) 
Increase self-awareness & self-reflection 
(Stanier 1997) 
Growth in awareness & experience of non-
educational contexts (Crewe 1994; Korkmaz 
2012; Stanford et al. 2013) 
Additionally, participants pointed out that assigning group work early in their degree is a 
good way to ease students into skills they will need for university such as research skills, 
independent working, presentation skills, and an understanding of group dynamics, all of 
which will help them in more demanding projects later in their degree (RS-1).  Group work 
help them develop essential skills for university study as well as working life, and- 
importantly  W it also encourages self-reflection on their skills and abilities.  The ability to 
articulate these to future employers is essential for job applications (MR-1).   
tŽƌŬŝŶŐŝŶĂŐƌŽƵƉĞŶŚĂŶĐĞƐƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ?ĂďŝůŝƚǇƚŽ
apply the content they learn within real-life 
contexts, and increases their skills, because, as our 
participants remarked:  
x ƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞ “ƌĞĂůŝƐƚŝĐŝŶƚĞƌĚĞƉĞŶĚĞŶĐĞ ?
(KM-1) in and across their teams; 
x ƚŚĞĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞŽĨŐƌŽƵƉǁŽƌŬŝƐ “ǀĞƌǇƌĞůĞǀĂŶƚƚŽƚŚĞǁŽƌŬƉůĂĐĞ ? ?
x activities like mock conferences, debates, reports, or presentations simulate real-life 
contexts where they would use their skills to share their knowledge; 
x students can learn about and reflect on the different roles played in a group, and the 
stages of group work; and 
 “^ƚƵĚĞŶƚƐĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞĂƉƉůŝĞĚ
theory in the form of problem-
solving in a realistic context. ? 
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x  “^ƚƵĚĞŶƚƐĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞĂƉƉůŝĞĚƚŚĞŽƌǇŝŶƚŚĞĨŽƌŵŽĨƉƌŽďůĞŵ-ƐŽůǀŝŶŐŝŶĂƌĞĂůŝƐƚŝĐĐŽŶƚĞǆƚ ?
(LM-1). 
Group work also helps students synthesise knowledge and enables them to think critically 
about how personal and collective values affect the application of knowledge.  Students 
learn about and experience processes of gathering, reproducing and synthesizing knowledge 
as a group  W ƚŚŝƐŝƐ “ĂƐŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶƚĂƐƚŚĞŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐĞ ŝƚƐĞůĨ ? ?PL-2).   
Practising skills whilst learning deepens the learning 
/ŶŐƌŽƵƉǁŽƌŬ ?ƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐŵƵƐƚ “ĂƉƉůǇŐĞŶĞƌŝĐƐŬŝůůƐ ?ƐƉĞĐŝĨŝĐƐŬŝůůƐ ?ĂŶĚŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐĞĂůůƚŽŐĞƚŚĞƌ ?
as part of the process (MR- ? ? ?dŚƌŽƵŐŚĐƌŝƚŝĐĂůĚŝƐĐƵƐƐŝŽŶƐ ?ǀĂůŝĚĂƚŝŶŐĞĂĐŚŽƚŚĞƌ ?Ɛideas, 
presenting, and defending and adapting their own ideas, students gain confidence in their 
knowledge as well as practising communication, teamwork and collaboration skills.   
Group work can be highly relevant to the desired learning of outcomes of a module, even 
where these emphasise knowledge acquisition over skills acquisition.  Our partŝĐŝƉĂŶƚƐ ?
experiences show that group work improves synoptic learning  W it helps students link 
different topics and disciplines (something they often struggle to do in essays).  It also allows 
ĨŽƌĂďĂůĂŶĐĞŽĨĂĐƚŝǀŝƚŝĞƐĂŶĚ “ĂďĂůĂŶĐĞďĞƚǁĞĞŶƚĞĂĐŚĞƌ-led knowledge transfer and 
student-ůĞĚĚĞǀĞůŽƉŵĞŶƚŽĨƚŚĞŝƌŽǁŶŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐĞ ? ?GG-1).  Furthermore, it requires 
ƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐƚŽƚĞƐƚƚŚĞŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐĞƚŚĞǇ ?ƌĞůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐďǇƚƌǇŝŶŐƚŽ apply it in context, therefore 
deepening their knowledge and understanding. 
Participants felt that kills-based and knowledge-focussed learning are essential at all levels 
of university learning.  Participants stated:  “dŚŽƵŐŚƚŚĞĚĞŐƌĞĞŝƐĂďŽƵƚƚŚĞĂĐĂĚĞŵic 
knowledge, it is implied that students will develop transferable skills during their time at 
ƵŶŝǀĞƌƐŝƚǇ ? ?TF-1), and,  “ ?ĂƉƌĞŵŝƵŵŵĂƐƚĞƌ ?ƐƉƌŽŐƌĂŵŵĞ ?ŶĞĞĚƐƚŽĚĞůŝǀĞƌƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚ-based 
learning plus ƐŬŝůůƐĂŶĚĐĂƉĂďŝůŝƚŝĞƐƚŽŵĂŬĞĂĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶĐĞ ? ?PL-1).  However, it is important 
not to ĐƌĞĂƚĞ “ƐƵƉĞƌĨŝĐŝĂůĞŶŐĂŐĞŵĞŶƚ ?ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚŐƌŽƵƉǁŽƌŬŝĨŝƚĚŽĞƐŶŽƚƐĞƌǀĞƚŚĞ
pedagogical aims of a given module (EV-1). 
Getting the balance right: facilitating group work 
It can be challenging to engineer aspects of a successful group work process, i.e.: 
x It can be difficult to decide how to allocate groups 
x Group dynamics can become an issue 
x WĞĞƌƚĞĂĐŚŝŶŐĨĞĞůƐƌŝƐŬǇ ?ĂŶĚƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐĚŽŶ ?ƚĂůǁĂǇƐƉĂǇĂƚƚĞŶƚŝŽŶƚŽƚŚĞŝƌƉĞĞƌƐ ? ? 
x Facilitation feels risky  W ĂůƚŚŽƵŐŚŝƚƌĞĚƵĐĞƐ ‘ƉĞƌĨŽƌŵĂŶĐĞƉƌĞƐƐƵƌĞ ? ?ƚŚĞůĞĐƚƵƌĞƌŝƐůĞƐƐŝŶ
control. 
Many tutors find it difficult to know how best to allocate students to groups.  For example, 
ŽŶĞƐĂǇƐ ? “tĞĚŽŶ ?ƚǁĂŶƚƚŽƐƵƉƉŽƌƚĐůŝƋƵĞƐ ?ďƵƚǁŚĞŶǁĞŵŝǆƚŚĞŵ ?ŚŽǁĚŽǁĞŐĞƚƚŚĞ
ŐƌŽƵŶĚƌƵůĞƐƌŝŐŚƚ ? ? ?PL-2).  AŶŽƚŚĞƌĨŝŶĚƐ “ŝƚĚŽĞƐŶ ?ƚŵĂŬĞŵƵĐŚĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶĐĞ ?ĂƐƐŝŐŶŶŐƚŚĞŵ
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ŽƌůĞƚƚŝŶŐƚŚĞŵĐŚŽŽƐĞ ?ŐƌŽƵƉƐ ? ? ?LM- ? ? ?ŶŽƚŚĞƌƚƵƚŽƌ ?ƐĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐƵŐŐĞƐƚƐƚŚĂƚůĞƐƐ-
engaged students rarely sign themselves up to self-selecting groups, and this works out well 
because the tutor can then allocate them across the groups of more-engaged students so 
that the less-engaged students are pulled up by the others and/or their disengagement does 
not make a large impact in a group full of other engaged students (MR-2).  On the other 
hand, tutors find that students who are disengaged prior to group work can make the 
process difficult for everyone.  One tutor feels that group work is an important experience 
for his 1
st
-ǇĞĂƌƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ?ďƵƚ “ŝƚĚŽĞƐŶ ?ƚŵĂŬĞĨŽƌƐĂƚŝƐĨŝĞĚƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ? ?RS-2). 
Most of the tutors we spoke to feel that group work 
ƌĞƋƵŝƌĞƐĨĂĐŝůŝƚĂƚŝŽŶ ?/ƚŝƐŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶƚƚŽ “ƐĞƚŐƌŽƵŶĚƌƵůĞƐ ?
(EV- ? ? ? “ĞŶŐŝŶĞĞƌĚŝĂůŽŐƵĞďĞƚǁĞĞŶƚŚĞĂƵĚŝĞŶĐĞĂŶĚƚŚĞ
ƉƌĞƐĞŶƚĞƌƐ ?ŝŶŐƌŽƵƉƉƌĞƐĞŶƚĂƚŝŽŶƐ ?EV-2), and to develop 
 “ƐŬŝůůƐĨŽƌƋƵŝĞƚĞŶŝŶŐǁŝƚŚŽƵƚ ŽƉƉƌĞƐƐŝŶŐ ?ĂŶĚĨŽƌĞŶĐŽƵƌĂŐŝŶŐǁŝƚŚŽƵƚƐĐĂƌŝŶŐ ?ŝŶƚŚĞ
context of group discussions (GG-2). As an approach to group work projects, one tutor finds 
 “ŝƚ ?ƐĂďŽƵƚƐĐŽƉŝŶŐ ? W setting an overarching topic, with self-selected segments. This scoping 
needs to be  “ďŽƵŶĚĂƌŝĞĚ ?ďƵƚŶŽƚƉƌĞƐĐƌŝƉƚŝǀĞ ?ƐƵƉƉŽƌƚĞĚďƵƚŶŽƚƌĞƐƚƌŝĐƚĞĚ ?ĂƐƚƌƵĐƚƵƌĞ
ĂŶĚƉƵƌƉŽƐĞĨŽƌ ?ƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ?ƚŽ ‘ůĞĂƉŽĨĨ ?ĨƌŽŵ ? ?PL-2).  Others emphasise that tutors must 
 “ƚƌǇƚŚŝŶŐƐŽƵƚ ?ĂŶĚ ? “dŚĞƌĞ ?ƐŶŽƚŽŶĞďĞƐƚǁĂǇ ?ŽĨĨĂĐŝůŝƚĂƚŝŶŐŐƌŽƵƉǁŽƌŬ ?EV-2, LM-2). 
Transparency about the aims and goals of the group work process helps make it more 
effective in delivering its pedagogical and developmental goals, but many participants 
reflected that this was often not sufficiently emphasised. 
dŚŽƵŐŚƚƵƚŽƌƐ ?ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ vary across age-ŐƌŽƵƉƐŽĨƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ?ĂůůĂŐƌĞĞĚƚŚĂƚ ? “KǀĞƌĂůů
ƚŚĞǇ ?ƌĞŵŽƌĞƐĂƚŝƐĨŝĞĚŝĨƚŚĞǇƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚǁŚǇƚŚĞǇ ?ƌĞĚŽŝŶŐŝƚ ?ŽƌŵŽƌĞŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶƚůǇƐĞĞƚŚĞ
ǀĂůƵĞŝŶĚŽŝŶŐŝƚ ? ?RS-2).  Transparency throughout  W including about assessment criteria 
and tasks, where appropriate  W ensures the process is fair and underlines why group work 
was chosen.  How tutors do this varies. Many feel that it is helpful to explicitly state the 
reasons for doing group work and acknowledge the difficulties inherent in it  W this helps to 
manage expectations and reduce complaints (EV-2, GG-2, MR-2, LM-2). In reference to 
sharing the purposes of group work, one participant stated,  “dŚĞŵŽƌĞǁĞĐĂŶŝŶǀŽůǀĞƚŚĞ
ƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ?ƚŚĞďĞƚƚĞƌ ? ?HF-1).  Some find it particularly useful to give students a framework 
for group processes  W Ğ ?Ő ?ƚŚĞĐŽŶĐĞƉƚƐŽĨ ‘ĨŽƌŵŝŶŐ ?
 “dŚĞƌĞ ?ƐŶŽƚŽŶĞ best way 
of facilitating group work. ? 
Highlighting the aims of group work 
 Students are often not aware of the benefits of the process of group work. 
 Staff may not reflect on the purposes of group work either. 
 We often do not tell students why we are doing group work. 
 “The more we can involve 
the students, the better. ? 
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ƐƚŽƌŵŝŶŐ ?ŶŽƌŵŝŶŐĂŶĚƉĞƌĨŽƌŵŝŶŐ ?ŽƌĞůďŝŶ ?ƐƚĞĂŵƌŽůĞƐ ?LM-2, MR-2)  W ĂŶĚĨĞĞů “ǁĞĚŽŶ ?ƚ
ƐƉĞŶĚĞŶŽƵŐŚƚŝŵĞĚŽŝŶŐƚŚŝƐ ? ?LM- ? ? ?ŶŽƚŚĞƌƐƚĂƚĞƐ ? “ĞŝŶŐƚƌĂŶƐƉĂƌĞŶƚĂďŽƵƚƚŚĞƌĂŶŐĞ
of waǇƐ/ƵƐĞƚŽĨĂĐŝůŝƚĂƚĞůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐŝƐƉĂƌƚŽĨŵǇƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞ ?EŽƚĂůů ?ƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ?ĂƌĞƌĞĐĞƉƚŝǀĞƚŽ
 ‘ůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐƉƌŽĐĞƐƐ ?ƐƚƵĨĨ ?tŚĂƚ/ƚƌǇƚŽĚŽŝƐƉĞƌŝŽĚŝĐĂůůǇďƌŝŶŐƐŽŵĞŽĨƚŚĞƵŶĐŽŶƐĐŝŽƵƐ
 ?ůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐ ?ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐĞƐƚŽƚŚĞĐŽŶƐĐŝŽƵƐůĞǀĞů ?&ŽƌƐŽŵĞ ?ƚŚŝƐŵĂŬĞƐƚŚŝŶŐƐ ‘ĐůŝĐŬ ? ? ?PL-2).  
Others find that including a reflective process at the end of group work helps underscore 
the relevance of group work for students and enhances their experience.  
Practising and learning group work tools through experience supports ƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ? skill 
development as well as their knowledge acquisition.  However, group work draws on and 
assesses some different skills to those which may help high-performing students succeed at 
essay- or exam-based assessments. Some participants found that reflective processes, such 
as end-of-project questionnaires, reduce or mitigate student dissatisfaction by encouraging 
them to reflect on their roles in the group work process (MR-1).  Reflective processes can be 
particularly good in helping students to reflect on the different skills they have used, helping 
them feel empowered through self-assessment, and helping them be able to articulate their 
skills and personal strengths to potential employers. 
Effective & transparent assessment of group work: supporting learning & 
development 
Methods of summative & formative assessment 
It is important to achieve a balance between the diversity of assessment across a learning 
programme, whilst giving students the opportunity to improve on different types of 
assessment through repetition.  In any case, the assessment method must be justified in line 
with the aims of the module. (EV-1, RS-1). 
Staff undertake summative assessment of group work in various ways.  Some tutors may 
prefer group assessments because it reduces the marking load or because of the variety of 
format: as one participant said,  “TŚĞƉƌĞƐĞŶƚĂƚŝŽŶƐĂƌĞĨƵŶƚŽĂƐƐĞƐƐ ? ?LM-1).  Alternatively, 
students may not be assessed in groups, but group work may be inextricably linked to their 
performance on individual assessments.  Different practices of summative assessment 
include the following examples. 
x An assessment of a group written project might be supplemented with individual 
ĂƐƐĞƐƐŵĞŶƚŽĨŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂůƐ ?ƌĞƐƉĞĐƚŝǀĞ ?ĚĞĨŝŶĞĚƉĂƌƚƐŽĨƚŚĞĂƐƐŝŐŶŵĞŶƚ ?Ğ ?Ő ?ĐŚĂƉƚĞƌƐ ?KM-
1).   
x Initial group work assignments may be non-assessed, with later assignments assessed 
(HF-1, RS-1, GG-1, TF-1).   
x Individually assessed assignments might include reflection on group work processes and 
learning (PL-1). 
x Non-assessed group work may provide the necessary knowledge for individually assessed 
assignments (GG-1, RS-1, PL-1, TF-1). 
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Formative assessment through group work is just as siŐŶŝĨŝĐĂŶƚƚŽƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ?ůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐĨŽƌ
several reasons, and can be accomplished in various ways: 
x Students receive on-going suggestions for how to improve their team work in long-term 
projects (KM-1).   
x Many staff use non-assessed small group exercises in practicals or seminars to gauge 
understanding and provide immediate feedback (HF-1, PL-1, GG-1, PT-1, TF-1).   
x Early group presentations help students practice and let staff gauge baseline skill levels.  
Small group tutorials provide feedback on various assignment types (GG-1).   
x Verbal feedback on presentations helps give students immediate understanding, and can 
be captured on video for future reference if presentations are recorded (PL-1). 
However, students often may not realise they are receiving feedback through more informal 
group work processes unless this is made clear to them. 
Deciding what & how to assess 
dƵƚŽƌƐ ?ǀŝĞǁƐĚŝĨĨĞƌ on what it is easier and more difficult to summatively assess through 
group assignments  W most commonly group presentations.  For example, some feel it is 
ƌĞůĂƚŝǀĞůǇĞĂƐǇƚŽĂƐƐĞƐƐƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ?ŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐĞĂŶĚĂŶĂůǇƐŝƐŽĨƚŚĞƌĞůĞǀĂŶƚĐŽŶƚĞŶƚ ?ǁŚŝůƐƚ
others feel the knowledge displayed in this format is fairly superficial (although it is still easy 
ƚŽƐĞĞƚŚĞďƌĞĂĚƚŚŽĨĂŐƌŽƵƉ ?ƐĐŽůůĞĐƚŝǀĞŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐĞ ? ?^ŽŵĞĨĞĞůƚŚĂƚŝƚŝƐǀĞƌǇĚŝĨĨŝĐƵůƚƚŽ
see the processes behind the end product  W for example how well the group have worked 
together  W whilst others believe that the quality of the product reflects the quality of the 
ƚĞĂŵǁŽƌŬĂŶĚŽƌŐĂŶŝƐĂƚŝŽŶĂůƐŬŝůůƐ ?ĞƐƉŝƚĞƚŚŝƐ ?ŵŽƐƚĂŐƌĞĞƚŚĂƚŝƚ ?ƐƉŽƐƐŝďůĞĨŽƌƐŽŵĞ
ƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐƚŽďĞ ‘ůĞƚĚŽǁŶ ?ďǇƚŚĞŐƌŽƵƉǁŽƌŬƉƌŽĐĞƐƐĂŶĚĨor this to escape attention 
through summative assessment methods.  Most agree that a group presentation allows 
tutors to see the communication and presentation skills of some students but not all, and 
ŵĂǇŵĂƐŬŽƚŚĞƌƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ?ƐƚƌĞŶŐƚŚƐŝŶŶŽŶ-presenting roles, such as background research.  
As such, one staff member pointed out that the criteria for a group assessment must be 
carefully chosen to reflect what would be produced by a good group learning process, and 
marks must be weighted towards these criteria.   
A balance of assessment types is important, as well as pedagogical justification.  Where the 
development of group working skills  W in ĂĐŽŶƚĞǆƚƚŚĂƚ “ƌĞĂůůǇŵĂƚƚĞƌƐ ? to students, 
because of the significance of a mark  W is not one of the principal learning aims, tutors may 
choose to assess students individually, but link the content of these assessments to the 
content being explored through group work.  Thus the emphasis on what is being assessed 
is changed.  It is also important to consider what can be expected from group assignments  W 
ĨŽƌĞǆĂŵƉůĞ ?ŽŶĞƚƵƚŽƌƌĞĂůŝƐĞĚƚŚĂƚƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ?ǁĞĂŬŶĞƐƐĞŝŶǁƌŝƚŝŶŐŽŶůǇďĞĐĂŵĞĂƉƉĂƌĞŶƚ
too late in the module, because previous group work assignments had not developed these 
skills, and decided to consider changing the spread and type of assessments to help develop 
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writing skills as well.  Assessment choices for effective group work depend on both practical 
issues (i.e. available time) and the pedagogical aims of the group work. 
Communicating about assessment  
As several participants expressed, group work works best when there is a clear reason for 
doing it, and the same applies to group assessments.  Whether students are being 
summatively assessed as a group or as individuals, ongoing formative assessment on group-
working skills development is particularly important.   While students may receive a mark 
which reflects their overall group performance, group working skills are less easy to assess 
in a specific, targeted way through summative assignments.  Thus, formative assessment is 
essential to their individual development of skills through group work.  The importance of 
transparency is highlighted once again, in that students may need to be told explicitly that 
they are receiving this feedback in order for it to be beneficial.  Reflective exercises are 
another helpful tool in helping students explicitly take note of what they have learned, what 
skills they have developed, what feedback they have received, and how they might view 
assessment as part of the learning process. 
Making group work fair: helping students overcome challenges 
tŚĂƚĚŽĞƐ ‘ĨĂŝƌ ?ŵĞĂŶ ? 
Staff we ŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁĞĚĂůůƐƉŽŬĞƉĂƐƐŝŽŶĂƚĞůǇĂďŽƵƚǁŚĂƚŽŶĞƚĞƌŵĞĚƚŚĞ “ĂďƐŽůƵƚĞƉƌŝŶĐŝƉůĞ ?
(PL- ? ?ƚŚĂƚŵĂƌŬƐŵƵƐƚĨĂŝƌůǇƌĞĨůĞĐƚƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ?ƉĞƌĨŽƌŵĂŶĐĞĂŐĂŝŶƐƚƚŚĞĐƌŝƚĞƌŝĂ being 
ĂƐƐĞƐƐĞĚ ?&ĂŝƌŶĞƐƐŽĨĂƐƐĞƐƐŵĞŶƚŝƐŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶƚĨŽƌƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ?ĐŽŶĨŝĚĞŶĐĞ ?ƐĞůĨ-awareness and 
ability to develop.  If group assessment is chosen ?ƚŚĞŵĂƌŬŵƵƐƚƌĞĐŽŐŶŝƐĞƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ?ƐŬŝůů in 
working together to synthesize different contributions.  Participants reasoned that, as this is 
 “ĂĐŽůůĞĐƚŝǀĞƚĂƐŬ ? ?RS- ? ? ? “ŝƚ ?ƐĨĂŝƌƚŚĂƚƚŚŝƐ ?ŵĂƌŬ ?ďĞĐŽůůĞĐƚŝǀĞ ? ?LM-2).   
However, students often perceive group marks as unfair:  “^ƚƵĚĞŶƚĐŽŵƉůĂŝŶƚƐĂƌĞƚŚĞŵĂŝŶ
reason group marking has beeŶŵŝŶŝŵŝƐĞĚ ?in some partŝĐŝƉĂŶƚƐ ?ƚĞĂĐŚŝŶŐ(TF-1).  Many 
ƚŚŝŶŐƐĐŽŶƚƌŝďƵƚĞƚŽƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ?ƉĞƌĐĞƉƚŝŽŶƐŽĨƵŶĨĂŝƌŶĞƐƐŝŶƚŚĞƉƌŽĐĞƐƐĞƐĂŶĚƉƌŽĐĞĚƵƌĞƐŽĨ
group work.  Time constraints may mean some students have schedule clashes and are 
absent or difficult to contact.  Some students aĐƚĂƐ ‘ƐŽĐŝĂůůŽĂĨĞƌƐ ?ĂŶĚĚŽŶ ?ƚĐŽŶƚƌŝďƵƚĞ
equally.  High-achieving students often expect to do well and perceive that others bring 
their marks down (PL-1, EV-1, PT-1).  Tutors find it challenging to know how to best allocate 
students to groups and observe that group dynamics can disadvantage some students, and 
that diversity across disciplines, language skills, and cultural backgrounds can contribute to 
difficulties within groups.  ^ƚƵĚĞŶƚƉĞƌĐĞƉƚŝŽŶŽĨĨĂŝƌŶĞƐƐŝƐŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶƚďŽƚŚĨŽƌƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ?
satisfaction with their experience and to prevent administrative and facilitative difficulties 
for staff.   
Nonetheless, several participants felt strongly that it 
would not, in fact, be fair to remove all factors of 
 “ ‘&Ăŝƌ ?ŝƐƵƐƉƌŽǀŝĚŝŶŐ
students with a good quality 
education, not giving them 
ŝŶĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶ ? ?  
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imbalance and perceived unfairness within groups.  Some participants stated that it would 
be unfair to accommodate ƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ?ĚŝĨĨŝĐƵůƚŝĞƐǁŝƚŚŐƌŽƵƉǁŽƌŬ beyond a certain extent: 
rather than remove these challenges, we must help students develop the skills to deal with 
them. Many echoed this sentiment, feeling that dealing with such challenges provides 
important life lessons which will serve students well in their post-university lives.  As one 
ƐƚĂĨĨŵĞŵďĞƌƉƵƚŝƚ P “ ‘&Ăŝƌ ?ŝƐƵƐƉƌŽǀŝĚŝŶŐƚŚĞm with a good quality education, not giving 
them information: teaching them to get and utilise knowledge and their intellect; to think 
ĐƌŝƚŝĐĂůůǇĂŶĚǁŽƌŬŚĂƌĚ ?ĂƐĂŶŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂůĂŶĚĂƐĂƚĞĂŵ ? ?MR-2).   
Furthermore, many participants felt, on reflection, that the contributions of individuals to a 
collective task cannot ďĞŽďũĞĐƚŝǀĞůǇŵĞĂƐƵƌĞĚ ?ďĞĐĂƵƐĞŽĨƉĞŽƉůĞ ?ƐĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚĂďŝůŝƚŝĞƐĂŶĚ
contributions.  The fairness of this process is really a subjective assessment which can only 
be done by those who experienced it, e.g. the students in a given group.  As many staff 
exprĞƐƐĞĚŝŶǀĂƌǇŝŶŐǁŽƌĚƐ ? “ŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚƉĞŽƉůĞŚĂǀĞĚŝĨĨĞƌŶƚƐŬŝůůƐĂŶĚĐŽŶƚƌŝďƵƚŝŽŶƐ ?
Disaggregating that could be very unfair in itself and do a disservice to the different types of 
ĐŽŶƚƌŝďƵƚŝŽŶƐŵĂĚĞ ? ?RS-2).  The experiences of the tutors we interviewed suggest that, 
ultimately, attempting to ensure or enforce entirely equal contributions amongst group 
members from outside the group is a thankless and impossible task. 
The real importance of equity in group work processes is that perceiving their environment 
as fair enables students to learn more, and more effectively.  We must be cognisant and 
ƌĞƐƉĞĐƚĨƵůŽĨƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ?ƐƚƌĞƐƐĞƐ ?ŝŶĐůƵĚŝŶŐŵĂƌŬƐĂŶĚƚŝŵĞƉƌĞƐƐƵƌĞƐ ?ĂŶĚƌĞĐŽŐŶŝƐĞƚŚĂƚƚŚĞǇ
learn better when they feel they are being treated fairly by staff and their peers; being 
allowed to contribute; and not being required to take on a disproportionate amount of work.   
 
Tutors as facilitators can do several things to help student groups achieve a working balance 
between themselves that they perceive to be fair, both to avoid problems and complaints 
Options: Helping students achieve equity & mitigating complaints 
 Set ground rules for group work. 
 Give students clear guidance on what to expect when working in groups. 
 Ensure, and communicate, that group marks make up a low proportion 
of total marks. 
 Explain at the beginning of a group project that students will be required 
to account for their contributions. 
 Use a formal process of peer assessment in case of complaints or 
obvious inequality. 
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ĂŶĚƚŽĞŶŚĂŶĐĞƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ?ůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ (see box above).  However, many 
participants expressed difficulties around effectively using peer marking systems, or 
ĂƚƚĞŵƉƚŝŶŐƚŽƋƵĂŶƚŝĨǇŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂůƐ ?ĐŽŶƚƌŝďƵƚŝŽŶƐƚŽ group assessments.  This is hardly 
surprising in light of above-mentioned reflections on the practical impossibility of 
quantifying different contributions objectively.  Thus, there remains a tension between 
attempting to ensure equity in group working processes and maximising the opportunities 
within these processes for skill development (RS-1).  Most importantly, where group work is 
assessed this must be linked to the need for students to practise group working skills and 
synthesise individual contributions into a collective product.  If this is not key to the learning 
aims, a different form of assessment  W perhaps similar to the practices listed above  W may 
be more appropriate and fair. 
Reflection and transparency to empower learning 
If part of the aim of group assessment is to give students the 
opportunity to develop and practice team-working skills in a 
context that really matters  W because their mark will count  W then this underscores why we 
ŶĞĞĚƚŽ “ƚĞĂĐŚƚŚĞƉƌŽĐĞƐƐ ?ŽĨƐƵĐĐĞƐƐĨƵůŐƌŽƵƉǁŽƌŬ ?ƐŽƚŚĂt students are empowered to 
meet assessment criteria instead of feeling that the goals set for them are unfair.  Students 
ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞĂ “ƌĞĂůŝƐƚŝĐŝŶƚĞƌĚĞƉĞŶĚĞŶĐĞ ?ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚŐƌŽƵƉĂƐƐĞƐƐŵĞŶƚ ?KM-1), and this can be 
used as an opportunity to help students gain life skills for dealing with challenging team-
work situations in the workplace (GG-1, LM?).  Speaking with students about the Belbin 
ƌŽůĞƐŝŶƚĞĂŵǁŽƌŬĂŶĚĂďŽƵƚƚŚĞ ‘ĨŽƌŵŝŶŐ-storming-norming-ƉĞƌĨŽƌŵŝŶŐ ?ƐƚĂŐĞƐŽĨŐƌŽƵƉ
work can also help them develop useful skills, and mitigate complaints (LM-1, MR-1).  In-
class discussions about feedback students receive on their group work can help students 
identify and address issues of unequal contributions within groups (RS-1, LM-1).  Facilitated 
opportunities for reflection, whether linked to marked assessment or not, help students 
develop skills to meet the challenges of group work more effectively; to become more 
aware of their development; and to better understand the valuable learning opportunities 
group work provides. 
Tutors can empower students to deal with these challenges for themselves by being 
transparent about what assessment criteria apply to group assignments and why; by 
teaching students about the skills necessary to achieve those criteria; and by helping them 
understand the value of these skills.  Emphasizing the purpose of group work, making it 
clear which skills are being valued in a given assignment, and teaching students about these 
skills enable students to navigate challenges for themselves, develop skills, and enhance 
their learning, whilst also reducing perceptions of unfairness and lessening stress for 
students and tutors alike. 
 “dĞĂĐŚƚŚĞƉƌŽĐĞƐƐ ? ? 
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Conclusions & recommendations 
Synthesising learning processes & content 
Content-focussed and process-focussed approaches to group work are far from mutually 
exclusive.  Group work is not skills training.  It increases knowledge acquisition at the same 
time as, and perhaps because, students are also learning and practising group working skills 
(Melkert 2003; Chau 2007; Ellis & Weekes 2008; Apul & Philpott 2011). Students rarely learn 
skills without learning knowledge at the same time. This is true in reverse as well  W when 
students apply themselves to learning knowledge through any given process, they also 
develop the skills necessary to learn that knowledge.  Group work provides an essential 
mechanism for students to supplement the skills they develop through other forms of 
learning  W e.g. listening and retaining information from lectures, or assimilating knowledge 
learned through independent reading and research  W with skills they need for putting the 
knowledge they learn into action with others, whether in a professional, community or 
personal context.  At the same time, the proĐĞƐƐŽĨŐƌŽƵƉǁŽƌŬĐĂŶĞŶŚĂŶĐĞƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ?
progression and consolidation in their knowledge learning (Healey et al. 1996; Charlesworth 
& Foster 1996).  Group work enhances both knowledge acquisition and skills development; 
the relationship between these different kinds of learning is mutually beneficial, not binary.   
Group work is not a panacea  W in some cases it is not the appropriate tool to achieve the 
ĚĞƐŝƌĞĚůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐŽƵƚĐŽŵĞƐ ?,ŽǁĞǀĞƌ ?ĂƐǁĞ ?ǀĞƐĞĞŶŝŶƚŚĞƉƌĞǀŝŽƵƐƐĞĐƚŝŽŶ ?ǁĞůů-designed 
and facilitated group work processes can enhance knowledge acquisition, progression and 
consolidation.  Group work also allows for a balance between knowledge-transfer and 
independent learning, and caters to different learning styles.  In addition, group work helps 
students with the challenge of synoptic learning.  By requiring students to test their 
knowledge through applying it in a realistic context, it helps them deepen their knowledge 
and make links across different topics and disciplines.  Perhaps the challenging aspects of 
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group work create space for students which enables them to articulate new learning and 
new skills. 
The array of technical, social, creative, vocational, practical and thinking skills that group 
work can engender help students not only to better succeed in university studies but in the 
work place (Brown 1999; Ellis & Weekes 2008; Smith et al. 2012).  Indeed, group work can 
ŝŵƉƌŽǀĞƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ?ĞŵƉůŽǇĂďŝůŝƚǇŶŽƚŽŶůǇďǇĂůůŽǁŝŶŐƚŚĞŵƚŽƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞĂŶĚĚĞǀĞůŽƉƚŚĞƐŬŝůůƐ
they will need at work, but also by requiring them to reflect on the skills they have 
developed through navigating these processes.  Being able to articulate these skills to 
employers is a gateway to the opportunity to apply them in a professional role. Staff who 
participated in this study believe that skills as well as knowledge are now an essential and 
expected part of a university education.  Practising and encouraging transparency, not only 
on the part of the tutor but also inter- and intra-personally among students, is a key area for 
improvement of group work facilitation. 
Using assessment to support group learning outcomes 
ůƚŚŽƵŐŚŐƌŽƵƉĂƐƐĞƐƐŵĞŶƚŵĂǇďĞĂĨŽĐĂůƉŽŝŶƚĨŽƌƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ?ĂǁĂƌĞŶĞƐƐŽĨŐƌŽƵƉǁŽƌŬ 
(Knight 2004; Gatfield 1999), summative assessment of group work is not the only way to 
effectively achieve the aims of group work.  Tutors may individually assess parts of a group 
assignment, ensure that students can experience non-assessed group work before being 
assessed as a group, or ensure that group assessment makes up a relatively low proportion 
ŽĨƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ?ŽǀĞƌĂůůŵĂƌŬƐ ?ůƚĞƌŶĂƚŝǀĞůǇ ?ƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐŵĂǇŶŽƚďĞĂƐƐĞƐƐĞĚŝŶŐƌŽƵƉƐ ?ďƵƚŐƌŽƵƉ
work may be inextricably linked to their performance on individual assessments. 
Formative assessment and feedback may be one of the most beneficial aspects of group 
ǁŽƌŬĨŽƌƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ?ůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐ (Shah 2013).  However, especially in the case of informal group 
work, students may not realise they are receiving this feedback.  It is important for tutors to 
increase transparency around these processes for students to receive maximum benefit 
from this aspect of group work. 
34 
 
 
It is likewise important to achieve a balance between the diversity of assessment across a 
learning programme, whilst giving students the opportunity to improve on different types of 
assessment through repetition.  In any case, the assessment method must be justified in line 
with the learning aims of the activity or module (Davies 2009).  Group work does not 
necessarily need to be formally or summatively assessed to provide learning benefits and 
ĐŽŶƚƌŝďƵƚĞƚŽƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ?ĞŶŚĂŶĐĞĚƐƵĐĐĞƐƐŽŶŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂůĂƐƐĞƐƐŵĞŶƚƐ ? 
Engaging students as partners in fair group work 
Tutors feel strongly that objective fairness of any marks given is crucial to the integrity of 
ƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ?ƵŶŝǀĞƌƐŝƚǇĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ ?,ŽǁĞǀĞƌǀŝĞǁƐĂŶĚĞǆƉĞƌŝ ŶĐĞƐĚŝĨĨĞƌŽŶŚŽǁďĞƐƚƚŽĚĞĂů
ǁŝƚŚƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ?ƉĞƌĐĞƉƚŝŽŶƐŽĨ ?ƵŶ ?ĨĂŝƌŶĞƐƐĚƵƌŝŶŐƚŚĞƉƌŽĐĞƐƐŽĨŐƌŽƵƉǁŽƌŬ ?Empowering 
students as partners in their own learning  W through increased explanation of group work 
processes as well as reflective tasks  W can play a key role in changing their perceptions of 
unfairness by helping them develop skills to address group issues themselves (Livingstone & 
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Lynch 2000; Maguire & Edmondson 2001; Marvell et al. 2013; Healey et al. 2014).   
Where assessing group work is not crucial to achieving the learning aims, staff may 
eliminate group assessment to preclude student concerns or complaints about unfair marks, 
without necessarily eliminating group work itself (Knight 2004; Gatfield 1999).  In other 
cases  W where assessment of group work is linked to the need for skills  W many feel it is not 
helpful to yield to ƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ?ŽďũĞĐƚŝŽŶƐƚŽŐƌŽƵƉǁŽƌŬ, because part of the aim is to help 
them gain the skills to deal with real-life teamwork situations in which they are very likely to 
experience a degree of inequality.  Many participants in this study feel that the pedagogical 
benefits of group work in a given context are worth the effort of engaging with studĞŶƚƐ ?
perceptions of unfairness.  Being fair to students may require engaging them in the 
solutions to perceived issues with group work, and helping them learn the skills, tools and 
processes needed to overcome these issues in their own ways.  Transparency of process and 
reflective tasks both help empower students to deal with difficulties, minimise complaints, 
ĂŶĚŵĂǆŝŵŝƐĞƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ?ůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐŽĨďŽƚŚĐŽŶƚĞŶƚĂŶĚƐŬŝůůƐ.   
Concerns for equity in group work processes can be addressed through commitment to 
helping students understand and gain the skills to navigate those processes.  Careful 
facilitation, appropriate guidance and teaching about group working processes may be 
particularly important where students with diverse characteristics work in groups together.  
dĞĂĐŚŝŶŐƐƚĂĨĨŵƵƐƚƌĞŵĂŝŶĂǁĂƌĞŽĨƚŚĞĞĨĨĞĐƚƐƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ?ĚŝǀĞƌƐĞĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌŝƐƚŝĐƐŽŶƚŚĞŝƌ
experiences of group work, as well as being mindful of unconscious bias  W for example, 
ƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ?ƉĞƌĐĞƉƚŝŽŶƐŽĨĞĂĐŚŽƚŚĞƌ ?ƐďĂĐŬŐƌŽƵŶĚ ?ĞƚŚŶŝĐŝƚǇ ?ŶĂƚŝŽŶĂůŝƚǇ ?ƌĂĐĞ ?ŐĞŶĚĞƌ ?ĂďŝůŝƚǇ ?
ĂŶĚŽƚŚĞƌĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌŝƐƚŝĐƐŵĂǇŝŶĨůƵĞŶĐĞƚŚĞŝƌĞǆƉĞĐƚĂƚŝŽŶƐŽĨĞĂĐŚŽƚŚĞƌ ?ƐƌŽůĞƐ ?
performance, and contributions in group work (Kaenzig et al. 2006; 2007; Dingel & Wei 2014; 
Elliott & Reynolds 2014; Yssel et al. 2016).  Alongside activities designed to be as inclusive as 
possible, providing guidelines and insight on team working processes can help teams 
function well (Hansen 2006) ?KƵƌƐƚƵĚǇĚŝĚŶŽƚĨŽĐƵƐŽŶƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ?ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐŽĨŐƌŽƵƉ
ǁŽƌŬ ?,ŽǁĞǀĞƌ ?ƐƚĂĨĨ ?ƐĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞĂŶĚƌĞĨůĞĐƚŝŽŶƐƐƵŐŐĞƐƚƚŚĂƚƚŚĞƐĞĂƉƉƌŽĂĐŚĞƐƚŽ
 ‘ƚĞĂĐŚŝŶŐƚŚĞƉƌŽĐĞƐƐ ?ĂŶĚƉƌŽŵƉƚŝŶg reflection could potentially help students gain 
awareness and appreciation of the challenges and benefits of diversity within their teams, 
as well as enabling students to achieve equity within group work processes more broadly.   
Directions for further research 
This research focussed on staff experiences of using group work and has aimed to provide 
practical insights as well as pedagogical reflections on how group work works well, and why.  
Further research might usefully compare or explore the relationshŝƉďĞƚǁĞĞŶƐƚĂĨĨ ?Ɛ
ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐĂŶĚƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ?ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐŽĨŐƌŽƵƉǁŽƌŬ ?^ƚƵĚŝĞƐŝŶǀĞƐƚŝŐĂƚŝŶŐƚŚĞŽďƐĞƌǀĂďůĞ
ĂŶĚƋƵĂůŝƚĂƚŝǀĞĞĨĨĞĐƚƐŽĨƚŚĞƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞƐĂŶĂůǇƐĞĚŚĞƌĞŽŶƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ?ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ Wand 
particularly on the experiences of female and disabled students and those from different 
ethnic, cultural and socio-economic backgrounds  W would be especially valuable in 
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ĚĞǀĞůŽƉŝŶŐĂĚĞĞƉĞƌĂŶĚŵŽƌĞŶƵĂŶĐĞĚƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚŝŶŐŽĨƚŚĞĞĨĨĞĐƚŝǀĞŶĞƐƐŽĨƐƚĂĨĨ ?Ɛ
ĂƉƉƌŽĂĐŚĞƐƚŽŐƌŽƵƉǁŽƌŬŝŶĞŶŚĂŶĐŝŶŐƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ?ůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐĞǆƉĞƌiences in a variety of 
ĐŝƌĐƵŵƐƚĂŶĐĞƐ ?ZĞƐĞĂƌĐŚǁŚŝĐŚĂƚƚĞŵƉƚĞĚƚŽĂƉƉůǇƚŚŝƐƐƚƵĚǇ ?ƐĨŝŶĚŝŶŐƐŝŶŽƚŚĞƌĚŝƐĐŝƉůŝŶĞƐ
 W or which sought to link the findings of this study to those reported in similar studies in a 
wider range of disciplines  W would bring valuable breadth to the understanding of the use of 
group work across higher education. 
Summary of practical suggestions 
The following practical recommendations are excerpted from the additional resource 
created as part of this study: a 4-ƉĂŐĞďŽŽŬůĞƚƚŝƚůĞĚ ‘Making Group Work Work: A resource 
ĨŽƌƉůĂŶŶŝŶŐĂŶĚƌĞĨůĞĐƚŝŽŶ ?.  Please consult this resource for a condensed and accessible 
presentation of the research detailed in this paper, including key considerations, practical 
suggestions, and recommended reading. 
dŽƉƚŝƉƐĨƌŽŵƉĞŽƉůĞǁŚŽ ?ǀĞ
ďĞĞŶƚŚĞƌĞ 
ǆĐĞƌƉƚƐĨƌŽŵŽƵƌĂĐƚŝŽŶůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚ 
x ĞŚŽŶĞƐƚ ?ƚƌĂŶƐƉĂƌĞŶƚ ? “ǆƉůĂŝŶ
ǁŚĂƚǇŽƵ ?ƌĞĚŽŝŶŐĂŶĚǁŚǇ ? ? 
x DĂŶĂŐĞĞǆƉĞĐƚĂƚŝŽŶƐ ? “^Ğƚ
ŐƌŽƵŶĚƌƵůĞƐ ? ? 
x  “dĞĂĐŚƚŚĞƉƌŽĐĞƐƐ ?ŽĨǁŽƌŬŝŶŐŝŶ
ĂƚĞĂŵ ? 
ZĞƐĞĂƌĐŚ ƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚƐ ĞŵƉŚĂƐŝƐĞĚ ƚŚĞ ŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶĐĞ
ŽĨĞǆƉůĂŝŶŝŶŐƚŚĞƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĂůĂŶĚƉĞĚĂŐŽŐŝĐĂůƌĞĂƐŽŶƐ
ƚŚĞǇ ŚĂĚ ĐŚŽƐĞŶ ŐƌŽƵƉ ǁŽƌŬ ƚŽ ƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ? dŚĞǇ
ĨŽƵŶĚƚŚŝƐǁŽƌƚŚƚŚĞƚŝŵĞ ? 
^ŽŵĞ ƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚƐ ƐĞƚ ŐƌŽƵŶĚ ƌƵůĞƐ ĂďŽƵƚ ǁŽƌŬ
ĚŝƐƚƌŝďƵƚŝŽŶ ĂŶĚ ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐĞƐ ŽĨ ŝŶƚĞƌĂĐƚŝŽŶ ĨŽƌ
ƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ? Žƌ ŐƵŝĚĞĚ ƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ƚŽ ĚŽ ƚŚŝƐ ĨŽƌ
ƚŚĞŵƐĞůǀĞƐ ?ƚŽŵĂŶĂŐĞĞǆƉĞĐƚĂƚŝŽŶƐ ? 
DŽƌĞŽǀĞƌ ?ƐŽŵĞĨŽƵŶĚŐƌŽƵƉǁŽƌŬŵŽƌĞĞĨĨĞĐƚŝǀĞ
ǁŚĞŶƚŚĞǇƚĂƵŐŚƚƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐƚŚĞŽƌŝĞƐŽĨŐƌŽƵƉǁŽƌŬ ?
Ğ ?Ő ? ĞůďŝŶ ?Ɛ ƚĞĂŵ ƌŽůĞƐ ĂŶĚ ?Žƌ dƵĐŬŵĂŶ ?Ɛ ƚĞĂŵ-
ďƵŝůĚŝŶŐƐƚĂŐĞƐ ? 
x hƐĞƉĞĞƌŵĂƌŬŝŶŐ ?ƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶŶĂŝƌĞƐ ?
ŽƌĂŶŝŶ-ĐůĂƐƐƚĂƐŬƚŽƉƌŽŵƉƚ
ƌĞĨůĞĐƚŝŽŶ 
x ,ĞůƉƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐƚĂŬĞƌĞƐƉŽŶƐŝďŝůŝƚǇ
ĨŽƌƐŽƌƚŝŶŐŽƵƚĐŽŶĨůŝĐƚƐ ?ĨƌĞĞ-
ƌŝĚŝŶŐ ? ?ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝĐĂƚŝŶŐ ?ĨŽƌ
ƚŚĞŵƐĞůǀĞƐ ? 
ZĞƐĞĂƌĐŚ ƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚƐ ŚĂĚ ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚ ǀŝĞǁƐ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ
ǀĂůƵĞŽĨƉĞĞƌŵĂƌŬŝŶŐ ?,ŽǁĞǀĞƌƚŚĞǇĂůůƚŚŽƵŐŚƚŝƚ
ǁĂƐ ƵƐĞĨƵů ƚŽ ĞǆƉůŝĐŝƚůǇ ĂƐŬ ŐƌŽƵƉ ŵĞŵďĞƌƐ ƚŽ
ƌĞĨůĞĐƚŽŶƚŚĞŝƌĐŽŶƚƌŝďƵƚŝŽŶƐ ? 
WĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚƐ ĨŽƵŶĚ ƚŚĂƚ ƉƌŽŵƉƚŝŶŐ ƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ƚŽ
ŝĚĞŶƚŝĨǇ ĂŶĚ ƌĞƐŽůǀĞ ƉƌŽďůĞŵƐ ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ ƌĞĨůĞĐƚŝŽŶ
ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐ ƌĞĚƵĐĞĚ ĐŽŵƉůĂŝŶƚƐ ĂŶĚ ŝŵƉƌŽǀĞĚ
ƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ?ƐŽĐŝĂůůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐ ? 
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dŽƉƚŝƉƐĨƌŽŵƉĞŽƉůĞǁŚŽ ?ǀĞ
ďĞĞŶƚŚĞƌĞ 
ǆĐĞƌƉƚƐĨƌŽŵŽƵƌĂĐƚŝŽŶůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚ 
x  “dĂŝůŽƌƚŚĞĂĐƚŝǀŝƚǇ ?ƚŽƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ?
ĂďŝůŝƚŝĞƐĂŶĚŵĂƚƵƌŝƚǇ ? 
x ZĞƉĞĂƚƚŚĞƉƌŽĐĞƐƐ ? 
x &ĂĐŝůŝƚĂƚĞƐĞŶƐŝƚŝǀĞůǇ ?ĂŶĚĚŽŶ ?ƚďĞ
ĂĨƌĂŝĚƚŽŐŝǀĞƐŽŵĞĐŽŶƚƌŽůƚŽƚŚĞ
ƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ? 
x  “dŚĞƌĞ ?ƐŶŽƚŽŶĞďĞƐƚǁĂǇ ? ? “ƚƌǇ
ƐƚƵĨĨŽƵƚ ? ? 
WĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚƐƚĞĂĐŚŝŶŐĨŝƌƐƚ-ǇĞĂƌƐŽĨƚĞŶĐŚŽƐĞůĞƐƐ-
ĨŽƌŵĂůƐŵĂůůŐƌŽƵƉǁŽƌŬŽƌǀĞƌǇƐƚƌƵĐƚƵƌĞĚ
ƉƌĞƐĞŶƚĂƚŝŽŶƐ ?ĨŽƌĞǆĂŵƉůĞ ?ǁŚĞƌĞĂƐƉŽƐƚŐƌĂĚƐ
ǁĞƌĞĂƐŬĞĚƚŽĐŽŶĚƵĐƚƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚĂŶĚƉĞĞƌ-ƚĞĂĐŚŽŶ
ƚŽƉŝĐƐƐĞƚďǇƚŚĞůĞĐƚƵƌĞƌ ? 
WĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚƐƌĞĐŽŵŵĞŶĚĞĚƚŚĂƚƚƵƚŽƌƐŐĞƚƚŽŬŶŽǁ
ŶĂŵĞƐĂŶĚŵĞĞƚǁŝƚŚŐƌŽƵƉƐ ?^ŽŵĞĨŽƵŶĚŝƚ
ĞĨĨĞĐƚŝǀĞƚŽĨĂĐŝůŝƚĂƚĞŝŶ-ĐůĂƐƐŐƌŽƵƉŝŶƚĞƌĂĐƚŝŽŶƐ
ƵƐŝŶŐ  “ĂůŽŽƐĞƐƚƌƵĐƚƵƌĞ ?ǁŝƚŚƉƌŽŵƉƚƐ ?ďƵƚŶŽƚƚŽŽ
ĚŝƌĞĐƚŝǀĞ ? ?  
x DĂŬĞƐƵƌĞǇŽƵŬŶŽǁǁŚĞƌĞĞůƐĞ
ŝŶƚŚĞƉƌŽŐƌĂŵŵĞŐƌŽƵƉǁŽƌŬ
ƚĂŬĞƐƉůĂĐĞ ? 
x dĂůŬƚŽƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐĂďŽƵƚŚŽǁŐƌŽƵƉ
ǁŽƌŬŚĞůƉƐŵĞĞƚƚŚĞŝƌůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐ
ĂŝŵƐĨŽƌƚŚĞŝƌŽǀĞƌĂůůĚĞŐƌĞĞ ? 
x dĂůŬƚŽƉĞĞƌƐĂďŽƵƚƉƌŽďůĞŵƐĂŶĚ
ŝĚĞĂƐƚŚĂƚŚĂǀĞǁŽƌŬĞĚǁĞůů ? 
WĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚƐƵŶĚĞƌƐĐŽƌĞĚƚŚĞŶĞĞĚƚŽďƵŝůĚŽŶ
ůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐĂŶĚƐŬŝůůƐĂůƌĞĂĚǇĚĞǀĞůŽƉĞĚĂŶĚƚŽŚĞůƉ
ƉƌĞƉĂƌĞĨŽƌŐƌŽƵƉǁŽƌŬůĂƚĞƌŝŶƚŚĞƉƌŽŐƌĂŵŵĞ ?
dŚĞǇƌĞĐŽŵŵĞŶĚĞĚƚĂůŬŝŶŐƚŽƚŚĞWƌŽŐƌĂŵŵĞ
>ĞĂĚĞƌ ?ůŽŽŬŝŶŐĂƚƚŚĞƉƌŽŐƌĂŵŵĞƐƐĞƐƐŵĞŶƚ
DĂƉĨŽƌ ?ĂŶĚƚĂůŬŝŶŐƚŽŽƚŚĞƌƐƚĞĂĐŚŝŶŐŽŶƚŚĞ
ƉƌŽŐƌĂŵŵĞ ? 
&ŝŶĂůůǇ ?ŵĂŶǇĨŽƵŶĚŝƚƵŶĞǆƉĞĐƚĞĚůǇŚĞůƉĨƵůƚŽƚĂŬĞ
ƉĂƌƚŝŶŝŶĨŽƌŵĂůŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁƐ ?ũƵƐƚƚĂůŬŝŶŐĂďŽƵƚ
ŐƌŽƵƉǁŽƌŬŚĞůƉĞĚƚŚĞŵƉůĂŶĂŶĚƉƌŽďůĞŵ-ƐŽůǀĞ ? 
 © Stella Darby and Anne Tallontire University of Leeds, 2016 
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